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Preface

This book was born  out of the Deaf Studies Think Tank, a three-day symposium in 

the summer of 2002 sponsored by the National Endowment for the Humanities, Gallau-

det University’s Provost’s Offi ce, and the Gallaudet Research Institute. The Deaf Studies 

Think Tank convened twenty scholars to debate, discuss, and explore the issues and im-

plications of the fi eld of Deaf Studies. The Think Tank was scheduled in the three days 

preceding Deaf Way II, an international celebration of Deaf scholarship, arts, perfor-

mance, advocacy, and development attended by more than nine thousand people from 

121 nations.

We met in the circular Gallaudet University Board Room, designed specifi cally for 

the visual orientation of signing. Yet we would not remain in that room for the duration

of the event. Just after the opening address of the Think Tank, the power went out. We 

hoped this was nothing more than a blink in the local power grid, but it was no blink: the 

local grid was asleep. The entire campus was out of power and would remain that way

for the following thirty hours. So we made do. Plans changed.

We wandered in the hazy, sweltering heat to the nearby Washburn Art Building,

which was bathed in afternoon light and featured a great number of works by Deaf art-

ists from all over the world. In one work by Chuck Baird, welded pipes contorted into 

handshapes, resembling a language of hieroglyphic copper just out of reach of deci-

pherment. In its own enigmatic way, Baird’s work, titled fi ngerspelling, seemed to make

sense of the blackout. These medusa-like fi ngers pointed in new and unexpected di-

rections. They reminded us that taking an unexpected path may lead to new sights and 

new insights.

The blackout became a living symbol of the emerging fi eld we had all convened to 

discuss. For one, when the power is out, the value of light increases. As Ben Bahan’s 

chapter in this volume discusses, more than most other human cultures, Deaf Culture is 

keenly aware of in the value of light and vision. Light is often cited as a cultural value in 

itself, fi guring prominently in stories, poems, and even in company names. The media 

production company LightKitchen, for example, takes its cue from the tendency of Deaf 

folk to fl ock to what is usually the brightest room in the house. But there were no bright 

rooms in the conference center. Like moths, we were drawn to any scrap of light, can-

dles, and emergency lights. Unlike moths, we refl ected on our relationship to light, to 

the ways that signers move through the world according to the conditions of a visual 

language.

Indeed, you start to see differently when the power goes out. You start to see, for
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example, that the power would never be out for thirty hours in nearby Capitol Hill or 

Georgetown, but in northeast Washington, D.C.—in an African American and Deaf 

neighborhood—the sense of urgency does not seem quite the same.1 This local power 

outage was but a microcosm for the historical predicament of the Deaf world. While it 

might take a long time to restore light in northeast Washington, D.C., it has taken cen-

turies for light to be shed on the lives, languages, and cultures of Deaf individuals. Deaf 

people have always been out of sight of the hearing majority. For centuries, deaf in-

dividuals were largely scattered across an agrarian globe without another visual lan-

guage user to spark the eyes and hands into grammatical action. Not until the later 

eighteenth century in France and early nineteenth century in America did deaf indi-

viduals come into view as a collective group as a result of formal educational and medi-

cal establishments. Yet, even though deaf people became visible as a group, they still 

remained mostly out of sight. What hearing people saw, instead, was their own “projec-

tion of cultural prejudice, fear and hope, faith and ideology” on the blank screen of deaf 

people.2 Instead of trying to view deafness through the eyes of Deaf people themselves, 

the hearing majority has largely inferred and determined the meanings of deafness on 

their own. All the while, Deaf people have been living their Deaf lives, generation after 

generation, forming their own schools, families, churches, clubs, businesses, and na-

tional and international political organizations, as well as their own bodies of literary 

and artistic production—all this without speech.

The darkness often associated with deafness, then, is not the horror of hearing loss 

that most presume, but instead the inability or unwillingness of hearing people to ac-

tually see what goes on in the Deaf world. This oversight has not only been detrimental 

to members of the Deaf world, but it has also left us with a legacy of incomplete under-

standing about the nature of human language, ability, and cultural formations.

This collection of essays is intended to open the eyes of many to the insights in the 

Deaf world and Deaf Studies. The majority of authors in this volume are Deaf them-

selves, though others are children of Deaf parents, and others, like myself, are hearing. I 

was not born that way, however. I was born as a person who could hear, which is differ-

ent from being born hearing. Like any identity, hearing identity is a social construction. I 

became hearing at the age of twenty-one, when I was hired as a dormitory supervisor for 

the Colorado School for the Deaf and the Blind (CSDB). Suddenly, my world changed: it 

was no longer my world. I was an outsider, a foreigner in my own land. My identity was 

constructed for me; long before I ever began working at CSDB, a whole discourse on 

the meanings of being hearing had evolved in the Deaf world. Growing up, the thought 

that I was a hearing person never crossed my mind; hearing was so normal it went un-

noticed. It was just the way things were. Only after a ten-year-old Deaf boy told me that 

I was hearing did the realization strike me. This is more than a residential school I have 

wandered into; this is a profoundly different way of being in the world. Though I could 

pass freely through the stone and wrought-iron fence surrounding the campus, I could 

never fully pass through the larger epistemological and cultural border that separates 

the Deaf and hearing worlds.

Things appear different on either side of this border. For example, as Carol Padden 

and Tom Humphries have pointed out, when hearing people say that someone is “very 
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hard of hearing,” they mean that the person is almost deaf. When Deaf people refer to 

someone as “very hard of hearing,” they mean that the person is almost hearing.3 After 

I began working at the Colorado School for the Deaf and the Blind, I found myself on 

the borderlands and began to see myself from a perspective I never imagined. This dual 

vision afforded me a critical perspective through which I could interrogate myself and 

the phonocentric ideologies in the world in which I was raised. I am now perpetually re-

minded, for example, of the audist ideologies that inform fundamental aspects of hear-

ing society—its views on language, literature, culture, ability, disability, and identity.

It has been more than twenty years since I became hearing, and I am still inquiring 

into the meanings of hearing as well as d/Deaf identities in my role as a professor of 

Deaf Studies at Gallaudet University. Indicative of the different center of the Deaf world, 

I often joke about being a token as the only hearing member of my department. Indeed, 

there is a different orientation when a white, hearing, able-bodied, straight, middle-

class male brings diversity to an academic department.

I am perpetually honored and humbled to serve as the only hearing member of the 

Deaf Studies program at the world’s only liberal arts university for Deaf and hard-of-

hearing students. I owe my colleagues and students my deepest gratitude for their wel-

coming attitude and enlightening exchanges. In particular, I wish to thank my colleague 

and friend Ben Bahan for originally suggesting that I move from the English depart-

ment to the Deaf Studies department to assist in creating the graduate program. I also 

thank my department chair, MJ Bienvenu, for her support and leadership, and my col-

leagues in the Department of ASL and Deaf Studies: Arlene B. Kelly, Gene Mirus, Carolyn 

McCaskill, Lynn Jacobowitz, Flavia Fleischer, and Mike Kemp. The Deaf Studies Think 

Tank would not have been possible without assistance from Will Garrow and Jennifer 

Clifford. The Gallaudet University Offi ce of Sponsored Programs was helpful in secur-

ing the National Endowment for the Humanities funding, and the Gallaudet Research 

Institute, under the leadership of Michael Karchmer, provided support for an ongoing 

research project, of which the Deaf Studies Think Tank was a part. We also received gen-

erous support from Gallaudet University’s Provost, Jane K. Fernandes, who was able to 

participate in the Think Tank and manage a university during a power outage. I also 

thank the anonymous reviewers of the book and my editor, Richard Morrison, for his 

belief in its value. Andrew Jones is also to be thanked for his signifi cant contribution 

to the preparation of the manuscript. Finally, I wish to thank Nicole Salimbene for the 

preparation of the visual images and for her support and encouragement while I pre-

pared this project.

Notes

 1. Lennard Davis made this observation as it became evident that the power was not going to come 

back for some time.

 2. Douglas Baynton, Forbidden Signs: American Culture and the Campaign against Sign Language

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 1.

 3. Carol Padden and Tom Humphries, Deaf in America: Voices from a Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1988).
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1

  Introduction: Listening to Deaf Studies

H - D I R K S E N  L .  B AU M A N

My line of work obliges me to go into many homes. Once inside I 
am invariably questioned about the deaf. But most often the ques-
tions are as laughable as they are absurd; they merely prove that 
almost everyone has gotten the falsest possible ideas about us; 
few people have an adequate notion of our state, our resources, or 
our way of communicating with each other in sign language.

 — Pierre Desloges, deaf bookbinder, 1779

What does it matter, whether one speaks or signs, as they both 
pertain equally to the soul?

 — St. Augustine

Among the seismic shifts  in culture brought about in the 1960s was a much qui-

eter but nonetheless profound revolution in our understanding of human language and 

culture: the validation of the fully linguistic nature of sign languages and the subse-

quent rewriting of deaf identity from deaf to Deaf, that is, from a pathological state of 

hearing loss to the cultural identity of a linguistic minority. Prior to this time, prevail-

ing wisdom perceived signed languages as primitive communication systems limited to 

iconographic representations. Even worse, their use was thought to pose a grave danger 

to society, as it encouraged defective individuals to socialize, form associations, and ul-

timately intermarry and increase their numbers. In the spirit and momentum of the eu-

genics movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, an all-out cam-

paign was waged to remedy what Alexander Graham Bell warned against: the formation 

of a “deaf variety of the human race.”1 By the 1920s, “oralism” — the method of instruct-

ing deaf people through the exclusive use of speaking, lip-reading, and hearing — had 

become the dominant method of teaching, making it virtually impossible for Deaf in-

dividuals to maintain teaching positions that they held since the creation of American 

residential schools for the deaf in 1817.2 To ensure purely oral environments, schools 

banned the use of sign language, often physically punishing anyone caught signing. It 

is common for Deaf adults of today to recount stories of their hands being beaten with 

rulers and sticks, while others tell of more calculated punishments such as being forced 

to kneel on a broomstick while holding dictionaries with outstretched arms.3

This literal and fi gurative shackling of deaf students and sign language may now be 

placed in stark relief against what we now know — that these deaf children were beaten 

for behaving as humans do, for exercising the indomitable human will to communi-

cate. We now know, after four decades of linguistic research, that “language” may just 
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as well be visual-manual as aural-spoken. We know that infants — whether hearing or 

deaf — may just as easily babble their way into a fully grammatical signed language as 

they would a spoken language. Now that we can spy on the neuroanatomical structure 

of language through brain imaging technology, we see that the regions once thought to 

process speech in the right hemisphere also light up like a city at night when process-

ing sign language.4 Whether ignited by sound or by sight, neurons ferry the electric lug-

gage of language along a matrix of pathways that ultimately lead toward full linguistic 

and cognitive development. Long before the supple linguistic capacity of humans was 

verifi ed by extensive research, Jean Jacques Rousseau intuited this deeper conception 

of language in the eighteenth century: “the invention of the art of communicating our 

ideas depends less upon the organs we use in such communication than it does upon a 

power proper to man, according to which he uses his organs in this way, and which, if he 

lacked these, would lead him to use others to the same end.”5 In other words, language 

behaves a lot like running water. If one way is blocked, it will well up and fi nd another.

Given prevailing wisdom, readers most likely assume that such blockage is due to 

deafness; I want to suggest the counterintuitive position — that our historic disregard for 

manual languages has formed its own blockage. Not coaxed down the pathway of sign-

ing, language has opted for speech. The road less traveled, however, is still a road and is

becoming more and more traveled as time goes on.

In retrospect, we may now see that the historic misunderstanding of sign languages is 

one of the longest enduring errors of human thought, leaving us with an incomplete un-

derstanding about the nature of human language — the implications of which have rip-

pled throughout the centuries.6 While effects of such a misalignment of thought can be 

traced throughout the history of Western thought, they have been felt most profoundly 

by deaf individuals whose intellectual abilities have been grossly misunderstood and 

their full humanity put into question. Indeed, the history of deaf individuals, like that of 

women, African Americans, Native Americans, gays and lesbians, and persons with dis-

abilities, has been one of marginalization and misrepresentation. Nineteenth-century 

science did not treat deaf individuals any kinder than these maligned minority groups; 

the same scientifi c apparatus that proved their inferiority and deviance determined the 

pathological meanings of deafness and relegated sign languages as outcasts from the 

family of human languages.7

In the 1970s, however, the intellectual and cultural climate began to change. Not 

long after sign languages were accepted into the fold of human languages, Deaf people 

began to see themselves as belonging to the fold of human cultures. If Deaf people be-

longed to a culture, they would require a very different set of educational, legal, eco-

nomic, political, and creative relations to the world.8 This wholesale recategorization 

was the catapult that sent Deaf politics into a whole new direction. “The modern age 

for Deaf people,” writes Tom Humphries, “did not begin until the 1970s,”9 and it began 

through a rhetoric of culture.

The emergence of the cultural model came on the heels of the 1960s civil rights 

movements, which brought about a chorus of political and cultural voices that spoke 

out against systemic social injustice. Deaf activists were eager to join in this chorus, yet 

they faced a dilemma at ground zero of resistance: While “vocal” minority groups used 
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the rhetoric of “gaining a voice” and “speaking out” without a second thought, the Deaf 

community faced the fact that the hegemony of the “voice” and “speaking” was pre-

cisely what they wanted to “speak out” against. This metaphorical incongruity magni-

fi es the crux of Deaf political activism: how to seize a public voice that commands atten-

tion, how to speak out without speaking.

To complicate matters further, this public voice has had a daunting rhetorical task 

given the entrenched logic of normalcy buttressed by massive biopower institutions 

that promote medicalized constructions of deafness. It quickly became evident that 

the Deaf community and its allies would have to develop a body of knowledge about 

its ways, values, literature, politics, arts, and history. That is, Deaf Culture needed Deaf 

Studies to articulate, explore, and promote the phenomenon of Deaf Culture, both to 

the hearing world and to Deaf individuals themselves. Through this process, which Tom 

Humphries (in this volume) calls “talking culture,” Deaf Studies has sought to gain con-

trol over the politics of representation by “speaking for itself” instead of being spoken

for, which has been the case throughout history.

As a result of Deaf Studies’ thirty years of “talking culture,” the meanings of deaf have 

indeed changed. Nearly any dictionary includes the defi nition of Deaf as referring to 

“the community of deaf people who use American Sign Language (ASL) as a primary

means of communication.”10 Today, the existence of a social formation of Deaf people 

is largely accepted. Deaf Studies may now move on beyond proving that a Deaf Cul-

ture exists to ask what it is about Deaf Culture that is valuable to human diversity. It 

asks what the previously obscure history of sign languages and their communities re-

fl ects and magnifi es about the linguistics and cultural possibilities of the human char-

acter. If language is not what it used to be, then what about our constructions of litera-

ture and literacy? As language is a principle means of knowing the world, and as some 

would contend, of producing the world, then what sort of world have we made? How 

has the assumption that language = speech burrowed itself within the fi elds of educa-

tion, anthropology, psychology, medicine, history, and the philosophy of language? As 

it engages questions fundamental to a deeper understanding of human language, com-

munication, and cultural formations, Deaf Studies is relevant not only to members and 

allies of this community; anyone interested in questions of language, culture, identity, 

disability, and critical theory will have something to gain from engaging the fi eld of Deaf 

Studies.

Historically speaking, however, few have listened to the insights from Deaf Stud-

ies. This book, Open Your Eyes: Deaf Studies Talking, intends to compel a variety of au-

diences to listen — from eavesdroppers to longtime residents of the Deaf world. Open 

Your Eyes hopes to encourage readers to consider new ways of listening, new ways of 

thinking, new ways of seeing the world through Deaf eyes. Throughout this volume, 

readers will be provided with a wide array of critical lenses that will magnify aspects of 

the world often overlooked in the peripheries of the phonocentric focus of the West. In 

this sense, the peripheral is both literal and metaphorical. As Ben Bahan documents in 

this volume, Deaf eyes have the uncanny ability to process simultaneous information 

through enhanced peripheral vision. Whereas hearing people depend on sound for in-

formation along the outskirts of their sight, Deaf people’s vision pushes the boundaries 
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of the peripheral, affording them the ability to entertain nuanced sensory input across 

a wide fi eld of vision. Deaf vision, in other words, disperses the single-point perspective 

along a spectrum of perception, allowing the viewer to process multilayered, divergent 

information simultaneously.

Such acute visual practices can be extrapolated to deeper ways of seeing the world; 

it may lead toward a cultural and political vision in which the periphery is not so pe-

ripheral, in which the spectrum of focus is widened, becoming less hierarchical and 

more horizontal and democratic. The ability to bring the peripheral out of hiding serves 

as a model for Deaf critical lenses as well. Open Your Eyes: Deaf Studies Talking hopes 

to widen the spectrum of the humanities, to magnify ways that this peripheral area of 

study contains insights that affect how those in the “center” see the world. Open Your 

Eyes, like James Fernandez’s chapter on “Peripheral Wisdom,” “proceeds from the as-

sumption that the experience of being in the peripheries shapes the sense of identity 

and the way of thinking, and also it assumes that centres have need of peripheries, not 

only for their own identity because there is always something to be learned from the 

peripheries.”11 Indeed, there is much to be learned from the peripheries, as this vol-

ume attests, but readers must open their eyes wide to entertain the world through Deaf 

lenses.

Open Your Eyes: Deaf Studies Talking features leading and emerging Deaf Studies 

scholars from a variety of subject positions, from Deaf of Deaf families to hearing of 

hearing families, and all points in between. This collection offers the long overdue op-

portunity to refl ect on the development of Deaf Studies as an academic fi eld, assess 

where it is, and suggest future directions for inquiry. While a wide range of topics are 

covered — colonialism, visual culture, transnationalism, literacy, philosophy of lan-

guage, place, critical pedagogy, race, gender, sexual orientation, and disability — all the 

essays explore, critique, and refl ect on the unique phenomenon of the language, cul-

ture, and identities of a visual-tactile minority living in a phonocentric world.

For many, this will be an eye-opening experience where sensory lack becomes phe-

nomenological plenitude, where the peripheral becomes central, where Deaf becomes 

desirable. Deaf Studies has been trying to explain such counterintuitive positions for 

decades now. The diffi culty has been in gaining an audience that truly listens. “To com-

pel listeners, yes,” Tom Humphries writes. “A self cannot exist if it is not heard. Deaf 

people have had to create voices, learn to hear their own voices, and now it remains to 

compel others to listen.”12 Open Your Eyes intends to compel an audience to listen in on 

the issues and insights gained from the unique perspectives in Deaf Studies.

Readers who do take the time to listen to Deaf Studies talking may sense that they 

have entered a conversation that began a long time ago. Indeed, some catching up is 

needed. Hence, in what follows, this introductory essay will back up and listen in on 

what Deaf Studies has been talking about for quite some time.

A Pre-History of Deaf Studies

As with any fi eld of study, specifi c origins are diffi cult to pinpoint.13 Long before there 

was a Deaf Culture or Deaf Studies per se, there was a long and sporadic philosophi-
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cal fascination with sign languages and deaf individuals. Tracing this early Deaf history 

is a bit like tracing the paths of fi refl ies: the fi eld is mostly dark, except for scattered 

moments of illumination. The darkness results in part because manual languages have 

had no written system, no way of preserving thoughts beyond the moment of utter-

ance. One is always haunted by how much may have occurred among deaf individuals 

and communities throughout history but was never recorded. What we do have, how-

ever, are sightings of signing communities over the past two and a half millennia. These 

sightings appear as hearing philosophers, poets, and artists have come into contact 

with deaf individuals and their communities and then pondered about this alternative 

way of being-in-the-world. Two and a half millennia ago, for example, Plato referred to 

a group of signers in Athens in the Cratylus (see Bauman, this volume). Since then, a 

number of philosophers and writers — including St. Augustine, da Vinci, Cardamo, Des-

cartes, Rousseau, Leibniz, Diderot, Condillac, and others — have mused about deafness 

and manual languages.14 For nearly two hundred years, travel writers noted with great 

curiosity that the famous Topkapi Palace in Constantinople was populated with signing 

mutes.15 In the end, we are left to connect the dots from one sighting of deafness to the 

next to form a ventriloquist historiography, where the actual lives of deaf people and 

signing communities are known only through the writings of others.

It was not until 1779 that a deaf person, Pierre Desloges, seized control of a pub-

lic voice — through written French — that commanded the attention of Parisian society 

and its intellectuals.16 When Desloges took up pen and paper, little did he know that 

he would lay the rhetorical foundation for Deaf Studies some two hundred years later: 

catalyzed by the widespread misunderstandings of sign languages and their communi-

ties, he provided insights into the social, cultural, and intellectual livelihood of the Deaf 

community.

There are congenitally deaf people, Parisian laborers, who are illiterate and who have never 

attended the Abbe de l’Epee’s17 lessons who have been found so well instructed about their re-

ligion, simply by means of signs, that they have been judged worthy of admittance to the holy 

sacraments, even those of the eucharist and marriage. No event — in Paris, in France, or in the 

four corners of the world — lies outside the scope of our discussion. We express ourselves on 

all subjects with as much order, precision, and rapidity as if we enjoyed the faculty of speech 

and hearing.18

Desloges’s insider perspective testifi es to the fact that Deaf people do what any other 

human would do in similar circumstances — develop a natural language and social dis-

course. Yet, Desloges goes even further to claim that sign language is not only good for 

deaf people, but that it could be of immense value to all of humanity. “I cannot un-

derstand how a language like sign language — the richest in expressions, the most en-

ergetic . . . — is still so neglected and that only the deaf speak it (as it were). This is, I 

confess, one of the irrationalities of the human mind I cannot explain.”19 Over two hun-

dred years later we are now beginning to realize the broader cognitive and psychologi-

cal benefi ts of sign language for all humans — whether hearing or deaf. Desloges would 

be vindicated to learn about the lucrative industry that encourages hearing parents to 
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sign to their hearing babies in order to stimulate cognition, social behavior, and lan-

guage skills.20

A contributing factor to this “irrationality” may be that hearing people don’t actually 

see sign language, even when they look directly at it. It is not only a foreign language, 

but a profoundly foreign concept that a language could exist outside the full presence of 

sound. This leaves defenders of sign language to explain themselves in print, rendering 

sign language lost in translation. Desloges was quick to admit that “My presentation of 

sign language is limited to a simple outline of it, with no claim to a full explanation of its 

mechanism. That would be an immense enterprise requiring several volumes. Indeed, 

sometimes a particular sign made in the twinkling of an eye would require entire pages 

for a description of it to be complete.”21 Desloges and the generations of Deaf activists 

after him would have to resort to print to defend something that cannot be rendered in 

print. Yet, print would have to be the voice of self-representation throughout the nine-

teenth century.

In the tradition of Desloges, Deaf Americans began to claim their own meanings, 

identity, and language. While there were Deaf communities prior to the founding of the 

residential school in 1817,22 the American Deaf community formed in numbers like 

never before as residential schools spread across the land, bringing with them “the sign 

language” and a growing sense of solidarity and shared experiences. Throughout the 

nineteenth century, the Deaf world23 grew into a transnational cultural phenomenon 

with residential schools, clubs, and local, national, and international associations; it ar-

gued its rights in education and employment; it created new literary genres; it made 

fi lms, art, literature, and published a national network of newspapers known as the “Lit-

tle Paper family” forming what Benedict Anderson calls an “imagined community.”24

The title of the newspaper from the Mississippi Institution for the Education of the Deaf 

and Dumb during the years 1882–1910 — The Deaf-Mute Voice25 — sums up the rhetori-

cal position of the Deaf community: its lack of a literal voice would by no means stop its 

members from speaking out by any means necessary.

As technology advanced in the early twentieth century, Deaf activists sought another 

means for the real Deaf-mute voice to speak out: fi lm. In 1913, the National Association 

of the Deaf (NAD) collected funds to produce a series of short fi lms with the intention of 

defending, preserving, and promoting sign language use.26 These fi lms included sam-

ples of master signers engaging in political oratory, storytelling, songs, translations, and 

historical events. Today, they are regarded as cultural classics, leaving behind a signed 

history and insight into the evolution of “the sign language” that was to become Ameri-

can Sign Language.

In addition to creating fi lms, the NAD would work through the fi rst half of the twen-

tieth century to defend Deaf workers’ rights, the right to drive cars, and the right to inter-

marry.27 Despite such organized resistance, Deaf issues remained peripheral to Ameri-

can cultural consciousness. Only those who happened to be involved in Deaf education, 

churches, or employers’ families would have taken notice of the Deaf world and its con-

cerns. The hearing world’s ignorance of Deaf ways of being has had particularly deleteri-

ous effects on the majority of deaf people as they are born into hearing households and 

are therefore cast into a medicalized version of deafness that will indelibly mark their 
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lives as disabled. The “Deaf-mute voice” has been no match for the ideological mega-

phone of the biopower institutions designed to fi x deafness and discourage the forma-

tion of a deaf variety of the human race. Just as Desloges faced a public that had the 

“falsest possible ideas” about deaf people, the Deaf community generations later would 

still be plagued with the common misunderstandings promoted by medical and educa-

tional experts. Rarely would the public listen to Deaf people themselves explain what it 

is like to live Deaf lives. Clearly, it would take more than renegade writers like Desloges 

and fi lms by the NAD. It would take a formalized area of study and inquiry: it would take 

the scientifi c validation of sign language and the subsequent formation of Deaf Studies 

to gain a wider audience to hear Deaf political and cultural voices.

Deaf Studies in the Academy

The fi rst known public mention of the term “Deaf Studies” came in 1971, from the execu-

tive director of the NAD, Frederick Schreiber. “If deaf people are to get ahead in our time, 

they must have a better image of themselves and their capabilities. They need concrete 

examples of what deaf people have already done so that they can project for themselves 

a brighter future. If we can have Black studies, Jewish studies, why not Deaf studies?”28

Soon after, the 1970s saw the fi rst Deaf Studies articles, such as Robert Panara’s “Deaf 

Studies in the English Curriculum” in 1974, the fi rst courses, “The Deaf in Literature” 

(1972), and the fi rst master’s thesis, Dennis Hoffmeyer’s “The Rationale for Developing 

a Deaf Studies Curriculum” (1975).29 The Deaf Studies movement was also advanced by 

the Linguistic Research Laboratory, directed by William Stokoe at Gallaudet,30 and the 

journal he founded, Sign Language Studies, which published early works on the socio-

logical and cultural aspects of sign languages.

Deaf Studies curriculum was indeed under development in the 1970s, but came to 

greater fruition in the early 1980s with the fi rst degree-granting programs: Boston Uni-

versity established its Deaf Studies program in 198131 and California State University at 

Northridge in 1983.32 In addition to these programs, which examined the Deaf commu-

nity from sociological, cultural, and linguistic perspectives, there was a proliferation of 

seminars and workshops on American Sign Language and Deaf Culture. The primary 

agenda during these years was the defense of Deaf Culture, defi ning attributes of Deaf 

identity, and the development of a bilingual/bicultural model for Deaf education.

It would not be until 1994 that Gallaudet University, the world’s only liberal arts uni-

versity for deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals, would establish a Deaf Studies pro-

gram. This is partially due to the fact that Deaf Studies was already taught across the 

curriculum at Gallaudet University and partially due to resistance within Gallaudet Uni-

versity, for fear that such a program would foment resistance and activism. In any event, 

the solidifi cation of a department was an important moment in the fi eld’s history, as 

was the formation of its graduate program in 2002.33

Despite there being no program in the 1980s, Gallaudet was an important site for 

Deaf activism. No event galvanized the Deaf world as much as the Deaf President Now 

(DPN) movement at Gallaudet University in 1988 when students, faculty, staff, and 

community members shut down the university in protest of the hiring of a hearing 
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president. The protest seized international media attention and led to a new visibility 

of the Deaf world as a political group.34 Deaf President Now has been referred to as the 

Selma and the Stonewall of the Deaf rights movement. The visibility of this protest was 

an impetus for the groundbreaking Americans with Disabilities Act, which followed 

DPN by two years.

One year after DPN, Gallaudet University sponsored the international Deaf Way 

conference in 1989, convening over six thousand people from more than eighty coun-

tries.35 This festival gave way to an international Deaf art movement, known as DeVIA, 

or Deaf View/Image Art.36 The 1990s then saw the fi rst academic conferences to focus 

on Deaf Studies. Gallaudet sponsored the fi rst two Deaf Studies conferences in 1991 and 

thereafter conferences took place every two years from 1993 to 2001.37 While not directly 

referred to as Deaf Studies conferences, Gallaudet University Press Institute has spon-

sored several conferences on specifi c topics of genetics, deaf people in Hitler’s Europe, 

Deaf life-stories, and sign language linguistics, literature, and literacy. Thirteen years 

after the fi rst Deaf Way celebration, in 2002, Gallaudet University hosted Deaf Way II, 

which brought nearly 9,700 people from 121 countries.38 Beginning in 2004, Utah Val-

ley State College has taken up the biennial Deaf Studies Today conference and has pub-

lished the proceedings.39 These Deaf Studies conferences featured the majority of pan-

els on issues of education, art, literature, anthropology, history, sociology, linguistics, 

and psychology.

In addition to these conferences, the number of publications within Deaf Studies has 

grown rapidly. Deaf Studies has grown over the past two decades with many texts focus-

ing on the multidisciplinary aspects of the Deaf world — including Deaf cultural stud-

ies and critical theory,40 American Deaf history,41 international Deaf history,42 the Holo-

caust and Deaf people,43 collections of Deaf writers,44 philosophy of signed languages,45

and sign language literature.46

Not only has Deaf Studies grown in its academic output, students are lining up to 

take American Sign Language classes. According to an MLA survey, the number of stu-

dents enrolling in ASL classes over the past fi ve years has increased 435 percent.47 Cur-

rently, American Sign Language is the fi fth most taught language in American colleges 

and universities and the second most taught language in community colleges. ASL was 

offered for the fi rst time in 187 universities between the years 1998 and 2002.48 Many 

new ASL programs leave hundreds of students on waiting lists every semester. There 

is a growing, multimillion-dollar industry to learn American Sign Language and Deaf 

Studies.

Such growth and exposure is undoubtedly positive insofar as it increases public 

awareness of the Deaf world. Yet one of the great social contradictions of Deaf Studies 

is that while hearing individuals are being encouraged to sign in unprecedented num-

bers, from infancy through higher education, deaf people are being discouraged from 

signing, also from infancy through higher education. This contradiction — that sign lan-

guages are good for hearing people but bad for deaf people — is indicative of the his-

torical situation of deaf people being spoken about and spoken for in the institutions 

designed to serve them. Even within the fi eld of Deaf Studies, perspectives of Deaf peo-

ple are often not valued. Many programs call themselves Deaf Studies but are actually 

based on an audiological model or are focused on deaf education and the strategies for 
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acquiring English. The same is true for publications. The Journal of Deaf Studies and 

Deaf Education and the Oxford Handbook of Deaf Studies, Language and Deaf Educa-

tion, for example, provide important research primarily on deaf education, but focus 

very little on the cultural dimensions and theoretical critiques of existing social struc-

tures. The struggle over the contents of Deaf Studies is symptomatic of larger battles 

over self-determination that have been a part of the critical work of Deaf Studies since 

its inception. The fi eld of Deaf Studies originally developed along the model of other 

minority studies; yet it would be unthinkable for African American Studies or Women 

Studies journals to focus almost exclusively on empirical educational research. Instead, 

African American Studies, Women’s Studies, Deaf Studies, and other allied fi elds cri-

tique existing social arrangements that have served to marginalize their kind; they ex-

plore the complexities of identity construction within a political context, and they cel-

ebrate what is most unique to their ways of being. As such, Deaf Studies has explored a 

wide spectrum of topics, many of which which fall under the more general notions of 

identity, power, and language.

In what follows, the reader will be provided with an overview of some of the prin-

ciple discussions that have taken place in the fi eld. Having such a background will help 

provide context for the discussions that take place in the following chapters.

Deaf Identity and Cultural Politics

It should come as no surprise that the concepts of identity and culture have been a 

central preoccupation of Deaf Studies since its inception. This focus is not unique to 

Deaf Studies, but to all minority studies, especially in their formative stages. Power over 

defi ning and developing identity is itself the battleground of the most important ideo-

logical battles of the past thirty years. Rewriting deaf to Deaf is about disowning an im-

posed medicalized identity and developing an empowered identity rooted in a commu-

nity and culture of others who share similar experiences and outlooks on the world. As 

soon as the orthographic proclamation of “big D” Deaf was made, Deaf Studies schol-

ars had to describe what made someone Deaf as opposed to deaf. Carol Padden was 

one of the earliest to ask and answer the question, “Who are Deaf people?”49 “Deaf peo-

ple can be born into the culture, as in the case of children of Deaf parents. They begin 

learning the language of their parents from birth and thus acquire native competence

in that language.”50 This early model clearly favored those who enter the Deaf world at 

birth, who are themselves deaf, and, most importantly, who share the cultural values of 

Deaf people. These values, according to Padden, are, fi rst and foremost, use and respect 

for ASL, as opposed to speech, for face-to-face communication. Deaf people also value 

their social and family ties within the Deaf world and they learn values of the culture 

through literature. Padden then makes further distinctions of the cultural boundaries 

of Deaf people by how diffi cult it is for outsiders, such as those raised orally, to assimi-

late to the ways of Deaf people — from eye gaze to cultural patterns of introductions and 

value systems.

As a means of bringing further relief to the ways of Deaf Culture, Padden distin-

guished the deaf community from Deaf Culture. The Deaf community “may include per-

sons who are not themselves Deaf, but who actively support the goals of the community 
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and work with Deaf people to achieve them” while Deaf Culture is “more closed than 

the deaf community.”51 With the focus on the most “native” Deaf individuals, the no-

tion of the “center” or “core” became an important feature of cultural discourse. In Deaf 

in America, Padden and Humphries explained the distinct ways that Deaf people de-

scribed their experiences as a result of being aligned toward a “different center” than 

hearing people, a center where sign language use and not relying on sound was the 

norm, not the deviation.52 Similarly, Cokely and Baker reinforce the model of a strong 

Deaf center in their Venn diagram to demonstrate four attributes of being culturally 

Deaf — audiological deafness, use of ASL, social affi liation, and political involvement 

(see Figure I.1).53 When in alignment, these attributes create a strong Deafcentric iden-

tity. This diagram was often used to describe 

the phenomenon of Deaf identity affi liation.

In addition to the model of a Deaf Cul-

ture, the concept of ethnicity was introduced 

as a means of explaining the nature of Deaf 

people’s identities.54 The model of ethnic-

ity deepens the ontological connection be-

tween Deaf people and their identity. Harlan 

Lane adopts A. D. Smith’s defi nition that eth-

nicity consists of a collective name, feeling 

of community, norms for behavior, distinct 

values, knowledge, customs, social structure, 

language, arts, history, and kinship in order 

to demonstrate the ethnic status of Deaf peo-

ple.55 Ethnicity has also been used to denote 

the “core” group of those who are natively 

Deaf. As Lawrence Fleischer writes, “Deaf 

Ethnicity consists of Deaf people of Deaf par-

ents whose lives were entrenched in tradi-

tions. It can also include CODAs (Children 

of Deaf Adults).”56 Along with belonging to a 

Deaf ethnicity come self-identifi cation and 

-esteem. “The members within the Deaf Eth-

nicity circle feel right about themselves as Deaf people. However, the Culture group is 

somewhat less sure about its understanding of what it means to be Deaf. The Commu-

nity is much more unsure and more diverse in its understanding. Finally, those in iso-

lation are completely outside.”57 Such descriptions of Deaf Culture and Deaf ethnicity 

serve to describe that a group of people who were once considered a social group have 

deeper ties connected to their language, history, and traditions — a culture or ethnicity 

like any other in most important respects.

While the discourse of Deaf Culture and ethnicity in the 1980s and early 1990s was 

largely about defi ning Deaf as a single axis of identity, the 1990s brought about rec-

ognition of the complex relationship with the wider world. Rutherford noted that the 

concept of “subculture” would be more accurate if only the term would not be taken 

Figure I.1. Diagram of Deaf cultural identifica-

tions. Reprinted with permission from Dennis 

Cokely and Charlotte Baker-Shenk, American Sign 

Language: A Teacher’s Resource Text on Curricu-

lum, Methods, and Evaluation (Washington, D.C.: 

Gallaudet University Press, 1991), 18. Copyright 

1980 by Dennis Cokely and Charlotte Baker-Shenk.



11I N T R O D U C T I O N

negatively, while Turner suggested the model of a Deaf “microculture” that coexists 

within a larger cultural world.58 Padden noted that the 1980s discourse of Deaf Culture 

had begun to shift toward the “bicultural” model. “To talk of the ‘bicultural’ is not to 

talk about an additive state, to be of two cultures, but more about states of tensions. 

Deaf people coexist, indeed work, with hearing people in different ways today than 

they did thirty or forty years ago.”59 This evolving cultural identifi cation was the impe-

tus for MJ Bienvenu and Betty Colonomos to form The Bicultural Center in 1987, an 

activist organization dedicated to promote understanding of bicultural education and 

qualifi ed ASL teaching and interpreting. The Bicultural News was published quarterly 

until 1994, featuring articles and opinion pieces on the politics and realities of Deaf bi-

cultural life.

The shift from the cultural to the bicultural is indicative of the dynamic nature of 

identity construction. Where there was once the central focus on the right way to be 

Deaf, the complexities of Deaf identity could not be ignored. “The reality of the ‘authen-

tic’ Deaf person is one that holds for just about any modern individual — it is an ideal. 

Not surprisingly, such individuals are not numerous.”60 In fact, their numbers may be 

shrinking since, in reality, less than 4 percent of deaf children are born to one or more 

deaf parent, and further, the commanding majority of deaf children are educated in 

mainstream schools instead of separate deaf residential schools.61 In 1989–90, 23 per-

cent of deaf children were educated in residential schools compared to 13.6 percent in 

2003–4.62

Increasingly, the disconnect became more obvious between the rhetoric of an au-

thentic Deaf identity and the reality that most people do not fi t this model. The majority 

of Deaf people do not come from Deaf families. There are those who are Deaf of hear-

ing families, Deaf of mixed families, hard of hearing from Deaf families, hard of hearing 

from hearing families, hearing of Deaf families, spouses, siblings, friends, and as many 

points and variations in between as befi tting the astounding variety of human experi-

ences. As Lennard Davis notes, this move toward recognition of the diversity of d/Deaf 

experiences parallels that of most forms of identity politics.

The fi rst wave of any struggle involves the establishment of the identity against societal defi ni-

tions that were formed largely by oppression. In the fi rst phase, the identity — be it blackness, 

or gayness, or Deafness — is hypostasized, normalized, turned positive against the negative 

descriptions used by the oppressive regime. In a second wave, the principals are comfortable 

about self-examining, fi nding diversity within the group, and struggling to redefi ne the iden-

tity in more nuanced and complex ways. Often this phase will produce confl ict within a group 

rather than unity.63

Indeed, the 1990s have seen efforts at moving beyond the notion of an autonomous cul-

tural identity to one that is more aware of the various ways of being Deaf along a com-

plex assembly of borders as d/Deaf people will be found in every race, ethnicity, tribe, 

nationality, economic class, gender, sexual orientation, and geographic region.64

As the Deaf community is not immune to ideologies of oppression, it should come 

as no surprise that the fi rst models of Deaf Culture have been critiqued as being from 
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a default white Deaf Culture. On a cultural level, however, groups within the Deaf com-

munity have long felt the need for organizations of their own. Despite the formation of 

the NAD in 1880, African Americans were not admitted until 1965; despite the founding 

of Gallaudet University (formerly known as the National Deaf-Mute College) in 1864, Af-

rican Americans were not admitted until 1951.65 As a result of the dominant white Deaf 

discourse and political activism, the Rainbow Alliance of the Deaf was founded in 1977, 

the National Black Deaf Advocates in 1982, Deaf Women United in 1986, and the Inter-

tribal Deaf Council in 1994.66

Amid the tensions of reifying a culturally Deaf identity and the recognition of diver-

sity within the Deaf world, the question of essentialist features arises. Invariably two 

factors combine to form the common ground of a Deaf identity: audiological deafness 

and use of sign language. These two factors of identifi cation meet in an intriquing ques-

tion: Can a hearing person such as a Coda be more Deaf than a nonsigning deaf person? 

If so, then language use would trump audiological deafness. However, if this is the case, 

then how can one explain the argument for the desire of Deaf people to have deaf ba-

bies, since hearing children can become just as fl uent in ASL as deaf children?67 Initially, 

audiological deafness was disavowed as a factor in the Deaf world, and the word deaf-

ness today still carries negative connotations in the Deaf world.68

A recent example of the wholesale dismissal of deafness and “deaf” as the ground 

of identity is to refer to the “signing community.” The British Deaf Association now calls 

itself the Signing Community followed by the smaller “British Deaf Association” under-

neath.69 By shifting the focus to sign language use, this move makes clear distinctions 

between oral deaf and signing Deaf. Ironically, this move opens the cultural borders 

to hearing signers who participate in the community. For some, this undermines the 

nature of the Deaf community, but for others, the notion of “signing community” de-

pathologizes deafness by removing it from the equation of identity, focusing instead on 

language use.

A similar move had been made in defi ning Deaf people as “visual people.” Ever since 

George Veditz referred to deaf people “as fi rst and foremost and for all time, people of 

the eye,”70 Deaf people have been referring to themselves through visual metaphors. 

Ben Bahan wonders about referring to Deaf people as “seeing people,”71 and in his con-

tribution to this volume he further explores the visual orientations unique to Deaf ways 

of being. Like the notion of “signing community,” “visual people” focuses on the pleni-

tude of Deaf experience rather than on auditory lack. Critics, however, note that such 

a label effectively dismisses Deaf-Blind people from the community and does little to 

distinguish Deaf people from sighted hearing people insofar as they all share the sense 

of vision. Clearly differences exist in Deaf and hearing vision— as pointed out in Bahan’s 

chapter in this volume — but no consensus exists to adopt the visual label as the essen-

tial defi ning character of Deaf identity.

In addition to these constructions, Paddy Ladd’s concept of Deafhood appears to be 

gaining wide usage in the Deaf community as witnessed through Web sites and vlogs 

(video blogs).72 Ladd writes, “Deafhood is not seen as a fi nite state but as a process by 

which Deaf individuals come to actualize their Deaf identity, positing that those indi-

viduals construct that identity around several differently ordered sets of priorities and 
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principles, which are affected by various factors such as nation, era and class.”73 Further 

explanation of Deafhood in historical perspective is presented in Ladd’s contribution 

to this volume.

These newer conceptualizations of Deaf identity seek to fi nd ways to avert the dead 

end of identity politics and instead forge a broad construction that encompasses the 

myriad ways of being d/Deaf, yet while maintaining some critical features that distin-

guish the existential state of being Deaf from other identities. Addressing the complex-

ities of Deaf identity construction, Guy McIlroy proposes the term “DeaF” where the 

capitalized F indicates a fluidity of identities, not essentially rooted in either Deaf or 

hearing worlds, but in the cultural agility that “handles the interface/tension between 

both worlds.”74 The DeaF position is to be aspired to where one’s identity is bilingually 

and biculturally fl uid and fl uent.

From deaf and dumb to DeaF, intense battles have been fought, not only over the 

power to name oneself, but over what sort of self should be named. Each label is a spe-

cifi c lens ground through the heated debates over the meaning of bodily difference 

within a context of unequal power-relations. Deaf Studies has provided a fi eld in which 

these debates may be discussed and debated; it has also brought these concerns from 

the peripheries of social concern directly into the discourse of civil and human rights. 

Open Your Eyes features several chapters that discuss the myriad ways that people are 

Deaf, as well as the profound impact that oppression — in this case, audism — has on the 

lives of Deaf individuals. As audism is a new concept for many, some background infor-

mation will be helpful for those listening to Deaf Studies talking.

Power: Audism and the Critique of Normalcy

Before there was racism, there was racism; before the word there was the practice.75 Yet, 

after the word was coined, it has become a powerful tool to collect the diverse prac-

tices of oppression and compress them into a single lens through which we can see 

just how deeply racism structures societal arrangements and identities. While the con-

cept and word racism has shaped how we see the world, the discriminatory treatment 

of deaf individuals throughout history had no name until 1975 when Tom Humphries 

coined the term audism, based on the Latin audire, meaning “to hear.” In his original 

article, Humphries defi ned audism as “the notion that one is superior based on one’s 

ability to hear or behave in the manner of one who hears.”76 Despite the usefulness of 

having a name for oppression, Humphries did not publish his article on audism, and 

the word remained dormant throughout the 1980s, despite the explosion of Deaf activ-

ism. It was not until Harlan Lane’s 1992 The Mask of Benevolence that audism gained 

further defi nition and usage. Lane discussed the systemic nature of audism, defi n-

ing it as “the corporate institution for dealing with deaf people, dealing with them by 

making statements about them, authorizing views of them, describing them, teaching 

about them, governing where they go to school and, in some cases, where they live; in 

short, audism is the hearing way of dominating, restructuring, and exercising authority 

over the deaf community.”77 Thanks to Lane’s development of the concept, awareness 

of audism began to spread through the 1990s. A few years later, Lennard Davis alerted 
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readers to pay attention to the “audist assumptions that readers tend to make about 

texts. The confl ict may not be between a conception of language as oral versus written. 

Rather these assumptions of Western culture may be related to the originary point of 

language — the mouth or the hand — and the receptive point of language — the ear or the 

eye.”78 As such, audism infl uences some of the most fundamental orientations that hu-

mans have toward language and textuality — so fundamental that they go undetected. 

Davis’s discussion of audism as an ideological orientation would be discussed further in 

the twenty-fi rst century as Bauman discussed the roots of audism in the metaphysical 

orientation of phonocentrism that confl ates a full human identity with speech.79 Given 

audism’s presence on individual, institutional, and ideological levels, Deaf individuals 

cannot help but internalize aspects of oppression, a phenomenon Genie Gertz labels 

“dysconscious audism.”80 Lindsay Dunn also explores the effects of audism on identity 

construction, likening it to the impacts of racism.81 Despite these academic discussions 

of audism, the word did not enter Deaf cultural consciousness until the fi rst decade of 

the twenty-fi rst century, thanks in part to the documentary fi lm Audism Unveiled.82

The dynamics of audism principally take the form of colonial relations. Ladd and 

Lane have both explored parallels between colonization and the Deaf experience, 

through the eradication of indigenous language, education, values, and history.83 The 

claim of a hearing-colonialist regime may seem extreme on the outset, but once the his-

tory of deaf people comes to light, we see that it is bound up in the historical practices 

of normalization, and thus linked with institutional practices of ableism, racism, and 

sexism. The same scientifi c apparatus that “proved” the hysterical nature of women and 

the intellectual inferiority of African Americans also proved the deleterious effects of al-

lowing deaf people to congregate, mate, and spread the use of manual languages. There 

is perhaps no more telling example of audism than the targeting of deaf people in the 

Holocaust.84 For some the atrocities of the Holocaust are of a different era, and deaf peo-

ple are no longer threatened by forces of genocide. However, it is revealing that while the 

German government has paid restitution to Jewish families of persons persecuted in the 

Holocaust, it refuses to pay restitution to deaf individuals who were sterilized because it 

is still considered justifi ed to sterilize deaf and disabled people.85

While the critique of the eugenics movement can be chalked up to the “history of a 

bad idea” as one scholar puts it,86 the ideology remains intact despite different labels, 

what Black refers to as “newgenics.”87 The question of what lives are worth living is now 

answered in doctors’ offi ces instead of in the Nazi’s T-4 program. Currently, parents have 

the option of aborting their fetus based on amniocentesis results indicating deafness 

and many other disabilities.88 The forces of normalization seem to be gaining ground, 

particularly in cases like Australia, where one researcher predicts the death of Austra-

lian Sign Language (Auslan) within the next few generations due to high rates of main-

streaming, cochlear implantation, and genetic testing and counseling that discourages 

parents from carrying deaf babies to birth.89 With whole signing communities in danger, 

the stakes over medical versus cultural models of Deaf people are quite high and are 

being waged over the ideological terrain of normalcy, oppression, disability, identity, 

and culture.

Being on the defensive, however, is nothing new to Deaf people. From Desloges to 
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Veditz to the formation of Deaf Studies, Deaf people have been defending the right to 

use sign language, the right to intermarry, and the right not to be subjected to medical

and religious cures, the right simply to be left alone. Yet, increasing numbers of parents 

opt for surgical cures to deafness. The argument of cultural genocide, however, often 

falls on deaf ears. While Deaf Studies has proven the existence of Deaf Culture, the cul-

tural argument is often not enough to convince hearing doctors and parents to cease 

their endless search for a cure. Why should society want to keep and promote Deaf peo-

ple? What good are Deaf people to society? What good are deaf children to a family? 

These diffi cult questions must now be explored if the Deaf world is to continue in the 

face of biopower institutions intent on the eradication of the Deaf community. In addi-

tion to arguments on the grounds of cultural defense, arguments about the need for cul-

tural, cognitive, and linguistic diversity need to be developed. How would the world be 

affected negatively by the loss of Deaf communities? What do Deaf communities teach 

us about epistemology, about reading the visual/tactile world, about literature, about 

the human capacity for language?

This last question has received the majority of research attention over the last forty 

years as research on sign language has brought about a paradigm shift in human un-

derstanding of our capacity for language — not just for deaf people but for the very na-

ture of language — its origins, acquisition, and neurological basis. The following is a brief

background on the role that language has played in Deaf Studies since its inception, so 

that readers may listen in to what Deaf Studies has been talking about for the last few 

decades.

Language

Along with identity and power, language is a key concept in Deaf Studies, perhaps 

the key concept as it was the revelation of the linguistic nature of sign languages that 

opened the way for Deaf Studies to enter the public discourse within wider civil rights 

and cultural studies movements. Though others before William Stokoe have asserted 

the linguistic status of sign languages,90 Stokoe was the fi rst to validate that signs, like 

spoken words, could be broken down into smaller parts, which he initially referred to as 

cheremes to distinguish them from their spoken counterparts, phonemes.91 Linguists, 

however, opted instead to expand the meanings of phonology beyond sound-based 

units to include the visual/kinetic/tactile units of signs, which include particular hand-

shapes, movements, movement paths, palm orientations, and nonmanual markers.92

Once these sign parts were documented and observed, sign languages were seen, like 

all other human languages, to be complex systems operating according to an intricately 

governed structure.

When Stokoe proposed the linguistic nature of signed languages, the idea was so 

radical that even native Deaf signers thought it preposterous. Yet, the weight and clarity 

of his vision soon caught on, and Stokoe’s Linguistics Research Laboratory (established 

1971) at Gallaudet University became the epicenter of a paradigm shift in the under-

standing of human language.93 Soon after, Stokoe formed the journal Sign Language 

Studies, which began to collect the fi rst articles on a wide variety of topics regarding 
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sign languages.94 In addition to the East Coast work on signed languages, Ursula Bel-

lugi formed the Laboratory for Cognitive Neuroscience in 1970 at the Salk Institute in 

California where she and colleagues began exploring the neurological underpinnings 

of sign language to fi nd out, as the title of her book with Howard Poizner and Edward 

Klima puts it, What the Hands Reveal about the Brain.95 From these two centers of explo-

ration, collections of articles followed, and a growing body of literature began to form by 

the late 1970s and early 1980s.96

One of the early tasks of early sign linguistics was to dispel centuries of misunder-

standings regarding sign languages.97 Principle among these misunderstandings is that 

sign language answers the historic yearning for a pre-Babel era of a universal language. 

Sign languages, however, are as diverse as spoken language, with migration patterns 

all their own. Though Deaf Americans and Deaf Britons live in English-speaking soci-

eties, their sign languages — ASL and British Sign Language (BSL) — are mutually unin-

telligible; in fact, fi ngerspelling English words to each other would only deepen mis-

communication as BSL and ASL use completely different manual alphabets (BSL uses a 

two-handed alphabet while ASL uses a single-handed one). An ASL user would instead 

be more likely to recognize some aspects of French Sign Language (LSF) due to the par-

ticular historical circumstances that brought a French Deaf man and his language to the 

United States to help establish American deaf education.98

Though not the case in America, sign language migration often follows colonial 

rule. Australian Sign Language (Auslan) and New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL), for 

example, have both evolved from the original importation of BSL. However, in other 

instances, sign languages from developed countries, such as ASL, are often imported 

through missionaries, educators, and development projects rather than through politi-

cal rule. This explains why sign languages in the Philippines, Costa Rica, Thailand, and 

Nigeria are deeply infl uenced by American Sign Language, although there has been no 

overt American government installed in these countries.99 The importation of ASL at 

the expense of local sign languages creates confl icts in countries that are all too familiar 

with linguistic colonialism. In the Western African nations of Burkina Faso and Benin, 

hearing educators insist on using ASL signs while mouthing French words. Not only 

does this make for a dubious language-learning practice for students, it is a dramatic 

example of the ways that neocolonialism and global power continue to discipline the 

bodies and minds of a nation’s youth.

The growing dominance of ASL, though, is being countered with movements to rec-

ognize and encourage the growth of local sign languages.100 We cannot be precisely sure 

how many local and national sign languages exist in the world. In Thailand and Viet 

Nam alone there are at least seven different sign languages, each developing for histori-

cally and geographically specifi c reasons.101 Iranian Deaf use the Tea House Sign Lan-

guage and Persian Sign Language,102 and Canada has both American Sign Language and 

Quebecois Sign Language (LSQ). A map of all the sign languages in the world would 

most likely have to also include sign languages and sign communication systems of in-

digenous people. The Australian Aboriginal Sign Language has over thirteen different 

dialects, while North America has been home to various incarnations of manual lan-

guages and communication systems as well.103
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It should now be clear: sign languages do not form a single, reductive brand of Es-

peranto. This point needs to be made explicit, for even language experts such as those 

who edit the Modern Language Association Bibliography categorized sign languages as 

“Invented Languages” next to Klingon and Esperanto as recently as 1996. While the MLA 

has since recategorized sign languages on par with other natural human languages, the 

fact that those allegedly most knowledgeable about languages were so unknowledge-

able means that there remains much explaining to do.

Another means of setting the record straight is to compare natural sign languages of 

Deaf communities with intentionally contrived communication systems. While there is 

no single, universal sign language, there is, however, a system of International Sign used 

in international deaf gatherings.104 The system of International Signs is a pidgin lan-

guage formed through a lexicon used in the contact of several languages, especially tak-

ing advantage of a visual, iconic logic inherent in signed languages.105 While Deaf peo-

ple have guided the formation and uses of International Sign, they have largely resisted 

artifi cially constructed manual codes for spoken languages, such as forms of Manually 

Coded English (MCE).106 Ever since the inception of formalized deaf education, teach-

ers like the Abbe de l’Epee sought to transform the sign language into a manual version 

of spoken language, replete with articles and verb conjugations. The cognitive discon-

nect between the properties of a natural sign language and these systems provides clear 

testimony to the widely divergent grammatical logic required of a visual as opposed to 

a spoken language.

The differences between speech and sign are also magnifi ed through the practice 

of Simultaneous Communication (referred to as SimCom) where one speaks and signs 

at the same time. This popular educational practice is akin to producing divergent lan-

guages, say Navajo and English, simultaneously. Clearly the accuracy and integrity of 

each language is nearly impossible to maintain, and given the heavy presence of the 

voice in the phonocentric loop of hearing oneself speak, the speaker is often under the 

illusion that she is communicating. SimCom, more often than not, produces signs that 

are misshapen, misplaced, or missing altogether.

These communication practices, which may have been developed with the most be-

nevolent of intentions, often result in diminished communication between teacher and 

students. Seeing the need for the use of a fully developed and intelligible language in 

the classroom, educators and activists called for a revolution in deaf education, toward 

a bilingual model that would use ASL and written English. The 1980s saw the fi rst bilin-

gual programs founded along with curriculum developments.107 The fi ght for bilingual 

education has been central to Deaf activism from the 1980s to the present. Despite the 

long-standing recognition of the linguistic status of ASL, many state residential schools 

do not consider themselves bilingual/bicultural programs. Protests continue to call at-

tention to the need for bilingual education for deaf children.108 In addition to incorpo-

rating ASL into the K-12 classroom for deaf children, activists and scholars have called 

for the recognition of ASL as a foreign language in American colleges and universities, 

where considerable headway has been made, making ASL the fi fth most taught lan-

guage in American higher education.109

By the 1990s, the case for the linguistic status of sign language had long been made. 
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The implications of sign language research began to extend beyond educational poli-

cies to encompass the fundamental questions of human identity and language-making 

capacity. Old questions could be asked in new ways, such as the eternally perplexing 

problem of the origin of language. Though it was a widely debated topic during the late 

eighteenth century, the Linguistic Society of Paris banned discussion of language origins 

in 1866, claiming that no evidence could be found to prove any one point of view.110 The 

emergence of sign language linguistics, however, began to shed new light on this age-

old problem. The hand, it seems, must have been present in order for signs to be linked 

with the world. How else could the link between sound and the world be forged? “Visible 

human movements,” writes Stokoe, “are not merely suffi cient for language but were ab-

solutely necessary for making that fi rst solid connection between sign and meaning.”111

If this is the case, then the implications of manual languages extend beyond — but never 

lose sight of — the Deaf community, to reach into the very core of our humanity.

The study of sign language also afforded researchers the rare opportunity to study 

just how languages are born and evolve. The founding of a deaf school in Nicaragua and 

the discovery of an emerging signing community using the Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Lan-

guage in the Negev desert have allowed researchers to witness the emergence of a new 

language and to study its evolution in the fi rst generations of use.112 On another scale, 

researchers have redefi ned our understanding of the neurological basis of language. As 

noted earlier, we now know that language processing is not dependent on sound, but 

rather on deeper neuronal patterning, whether triggered by sight or sound or touch. 

Without the emergence of sign language studies, these insights would not have been 

revealed to us with such clarity.

The insights into the nature of human languages revealed by sign language studies 

and Deaf Studies have led to a popularity of sign language not experienced since the 

end of the eighteenth century. Ironically, while hearing individuals become enamored 

with the aesthetic and cognitive benefi ts of signing, deaf children are systematically de-

nied access to sign language, creating the strange message that sign language is good for 

hearing people but bad for deaf. As William Stokoe notes, increased knowledge of ASL 

should directly affect deaf children: “The status of deaf people, their education, their 

opportunities in life, and the utilization of their potential — all these could be much en-

hanced if we understood that the way deaf people still make language may be the way 

the whole human race became human.”113

While the epicenter of the cultural and linguistic revolutions brought about by Deaf 

Studies was in the fi eld of linguistics, it was soon felt in the fi elds of literature and lit-

eracy. A growing body of criticism has developed around sign language literature, ex-

ploring its poetics, genres, and the ways sign literature challenges fundamental notions 

of literature and textuality.114 Similarly, traditional defi nitions of literacy are being chal-

lenged from Deaf Studies, as can be found in Marlon Kuntz’s chapter in this volume, 

“Turning Literacy Inside Out.” So entrenched are conceptions of literacy based in read-

ing and writing phonetic languages that Deaf Studies scholars and sign language lin-

guists have much work ahead.

These prove to be exciting years as increased opportunities to publish sign language 

on the Web will broadcast sign languages as never before, something akin to advance-



19I N T R O D U C T I O N

ments of the printing press and the dissemination of print.115 American Sign Language 

literacy will rise with increased publication of academic ASL, replete with standardized 

citation format. Sign language publishing will continue the tradition since the initial 

writings of Desloges — of defending sign language and educating the public about the 

Deaf world. Only now, Deaf Studies may begin to publish bilingual texts where the Deaf-

mute voice — the voice of sign language — may be listened to with wide open eyes, loud 

and clear.

For the time being, though, the voices of Deaf Studies scholars are speaking through 

print in this volume. With the background presented here, readers may now tune in and 

listen to the wide array of voices presented in Open Your Eyes. Below is a synopsis of the 

book’s sections and chapters.

Open Your Eyes: Deaf Studies Talking

The fi rst section, Framing Deaf Studies, features three articles that refl ect on the state of 

Deaf Studies, putting the fi eld into perspective. Humphries begins with a refl ective essay 

on the past forty years of “talking culture” in Deaf Studies — of connecting “deaf peoples 

all over the world to the notion of ‘culture.’” This talking culture involved the search for 

a public voice. Humphries refl ects on what was said about culture, the anxiety of hav-

ing to prove a culture. Yet, Humphries notes, “Before we talked culture, culture talked. 

Without mentioning the word ‘culture,’ Deaf people have historically maintained a dis-

course that was about themselves, their lives, their beliefs, their interpretation of the 

world, their needs, and their dreams.” Humphries advocates that Deaf Studies scholars 

need “to achieve a balance between the rhetoric of talking culture that too often seeks 

to ‘prove’ something and talking culture that is about the circulation and acceleration of 

culture. . . . Put simply, we need to move on from ‘How are we different?’ to ‘How are we 

being?’” Humphries’s distinction is borne out through the book. Many of the articles en-

gage in listening to “culture talking” and then draw out the implications that such “talk” 

has on ways of being human.

What Tom Humphries refers to as getting back to “culture talking” Paddy Ladd refers 

to in his chapter, “Colonialism and Resistance: A Brief History of Deafhood,” as a “second 

phase” of Deaf Studies: “We now face the challenge of bringing about the second phase, 

to search for more explicit Deaf epistemologies and ontologies that can frame these de-

velopments in a more holistic way, so that Deaf Studies can become a more conscious 

model for Deaf-centered praxis.” Ladd conducts this search, beginning with the lofty 

and proud rhetoric of nineteenth-century French Deaf Banquets, and then through the 

colonialist assault of oralism in twentieth-century England, and fi nally to the “Deaf Re-

surgence,” the coming to a greater activist and liberatory engagement evident in Deaf 

Studies. This is a story about the way that the culture has talked and has searched for a 

“Deafhood” that Ladd defi nes as the existential state of Deaf “being-in-the-world.”

Like Tom Humphries and Paddy Ladd, Frank Bechter’s chapter, “The Deaf Convert 

Culture and Its Lessons for Deaf Theory,” advocates a full-hearted listening to Deaf Cul-

ture talking — and he does so through two genres of traditional ASL storytelling. Bech-

ter suggests that such talking through indigenous cultural forms is the very voice that is 
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most transformative. Deaf Studies needs not to prove that it is a culture like any other, 

but to argue for what is most unique and instructive about this culture and its language. 

“Standing on the public stage is not enough,” Bechter writes. “For deaf life truly to be 

heard there (for a subaltern voice truly ‘to speak’ and no longer be subaltern), the very 

terms of discourse on that stage — its very ‘alphabet’ — would need to be transformed. 

Deaf Studies should strive to be a producer of theory, rather than a consumer of it — to 

penetrate contemporary discourse at its fundamentals, in both content and form.”

Together, these three articles call for a deeper listening to Deaf Culture talking — to 

its internal and indigenous ways of being that are themselves powerful means of “speak-

ing out” with a Deaf public voice that speaks on its own terms.

The following section, Deaf Perception and Community, carries out Ladd’s search 

for Deaf epistemologies as it examines the visual orientation of the Deaf world and its 

impact on the formation of Deaf communities, leading to the larger question of the re-

lation of sensory perception and community affi liation. Long before they ever called 

themselves a culture, Deaf people referred to themselves as “people of the eye.” The no-

tion of visual plenitude has always stood in contrast to audiological lack. Ben Bahan’s 

chapter, “Upon the Formation of a Visual Variety of the Human Race,” is the fi rst time 

the various perspectives of Deaf visual-culture talking have been assembled into a single 

story. Bahan takes an interdisciplinary approach to Deaf visual practices through sign 

language linguistics, storytelling, pedagogy, cognition, proxemics, art, and literature. 

Through this interdisciplinary inquiry, we see how the Deaf world pushes the boundar-

ies of vision beyond other cultural groups.

If, as Bahan suggests, vision is a primary dimension of being in the Deaf world, then 

this way of being would logically transcend national and linguistic boundaries, open-

ing the possibility for a transnational affi liation based on common ways of perception 

and experience. As Joseph Murray writes, Deaf people have historically “shared a com-

mon experience of living as members of a visual community in an auditory world, an 

experience transcending local contexts and national boundaries.” In his chapter, “Co-

equality and Transnational Studies: Understanding Deaf Lives,” Joseph Murray listens 

to another aspect of Deaf cultural talking — the talking that took place over the centuries 

between Deaf individuals from across the Atlantic. By moving beyond the nation-state 

narrative, Deaf Studies may better see the bonds that draw Deaf people together — to 

see what is most Deaf about being Deaf.

Hilde Haualand’s essay, “Sound and Belonging: What Is a Community?” turns the 

gaze in the opposite direction: toward the deeply infl uential role that sound has played 

in dominant constructions of belonging and community. Haualand describes how the 

physical properties of sound and light operate differently and thus disclose a different 

sensory grasp and metaphysical relation with the world. The perceived bond between 

sound and being may have profound cultural, linguistic, and cognitive consequences. 

“Confusing language with speech,” Haualand writes, “may thus be a consequence of the 

metaphysics of sound.” Such an approach marks a new direction for Deaf Studies that 

would parallel the turns in Black Studies to investigate the constructions of whiteness or 

in Women’s Studies the construction of masculinity. Now, the notion of hearing can be 

placed in relief through the perspective of a Deaf anthropologist for its difference.
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When read together, this section advances previously described notions of Deaf Cul-

ture by delving into Deaf epistemological orientations as a formative element in com-

munity affi liation, which adds new insights into the relations of sensory perception, 

embodiment, and cultural formation.116

The following section, Language and Literacy, extends the previous section’s critique 

of dominant ideas regarding vision, community, and language. While Deaf Studies has 

long discussed language as the fundamental cultural marker, this section expands the 

discourse on language to examine the fundamental construction of language in the 

Western tradition, and therefore of literacy. In his chapter, “On the Disconstruction of 

(Sign) Language in the Western Tradition: A Deaf Reading of Plato’s Cratylus,” Bauman 

critiques the disconstruction of language; that is, the notion that categories of language,

being, nature, and human identity have been constructed within a fundamental over-

sight: the inability to see language in all its modes. Bauman explores one of the West’s 

earliest and most infl uential oversights in Plato’s Cratylus, the only Socratic dialogue to 

focus on the question of names and language. When read through a Deaf Studies lens, 

the contradictions in the Cratylus become magnifi ed and the implications on Western 

thought and the denigration of signed languages made explicit.

If the encompassing category of language has been disconstructed, then the impli-

cations ripple outward, touching all other aspects of language — including literature and 

literacy. While the implications of sign literature have been explored elsewhere,117 the 

concept of literacy remains entrenched in the common wisdom of meaning “reading 

and writing.” In this volume, Marlon Kuntze calls for “portraying literacy in a radically 

new way.” Kuntze illustrates how the essentialized connection between writing and lit-

eracy ignores the broader relation of language and cognition in the manual mode that 

produces characteristics of literate thought. Kuntze shows how studying ways that deaf 

children acquire the properties of literate thought provides a strong argument for reno-

vating literacy’s basic defi nition. This call exemplifi es what Frank Bechter calls for in 

Deaf Studies, “to penetrate contemporary discourse at its fundamentals, in both con-

tent and form.”

One of the diffi culties, however, of arguing for literacy in sign language is the pau-

city of texts. Lawrence Fleischer’s “Critical Pedagogy and ASL Videobooks” addresses 

this problem through a case study of one project that sought to create hundreds of ASL 

texts for children to “read.” Through Fleischer’s argument, we see a case study of the he-

gemony of English, even within attempts to create texts in ASL. Fleischer shares his cor-

respondence with the Director for the Clearinghouse for Specialized Media and Tech-

nology under the auspices of the Department of Education that coordinates the “ASL 

Videobooks” project with the California School for the Deaf, Riverside (CSDR). As Fleis-

cher notes, such a project has enormous potential for an engaged critical pedagogy, yet

the result is a reinscription of dominant notions of literacy and textuality. Allowing us to 

listen in on this case study affords us insight into a continuum of disconstruction that 

has been traced in this section — from the Western disconstruction of language in an 

important text in the fi fth century BC, to a rethinking of literacy, to a specifi c instance 

where change was attempted. The long arm of speech does not let go of its grasp easily.

As these discussions on visual language and communities show, the critiques of 



22 H - D I R K S E N  L .  B A U M A N

Deaf Studies work to redraw previously drawn borders, widening them to include the 

broad and more complex ways that being human is illuminated through Deaf lives and 

a Deaf lens. While Deaf Studies expands the boundaries of the hearing world’s catego-

ries, it encounters a complex set of its own. The next section, Places and Borders, in-

quires into these internal borders — from the physical and cultural boundaries of Deaf 

places to the boundaries around and between the wide variety of d/Deaf identities. The 

issues of where to draw the line are complicated for any minority group, yet perhaps 

even more diffi cult for the Deaf world as there is no indigenous homeland, no territo-

rial boundaries to circumscribe “a people.” However, the visual ways of being and the 

visual language of the Deaf world discussed in the previous two sections have emerged 

in bastions of educational institutions and Deaf clubs throughout America since the 

nineteenth century. Despite their longevity, these spaces are rapidly decreasing. Fewer 

than 10 percent of deaf children now attend residential schools and Deaf clubs are clos-

ing all around the country. In her essay, “The Decline of Deaf Clubs in the United States: 

A Treatise on the Problem of Place,” Carol Padden suggests that the clubs’ demise is due 

to larger shifts in the economic structure of the Deaf community, the rise of a profes-

sional Deaf class, and a recognition of the diversity of Deaf identities. “The story about 

American Deaf clubs should be told as a narrative about how Deaf people’s work lives

changed, and how their relationships with each other changed, introducing new ten-

sions of class, race, gender, and ethnicity, in the end rendering the Deaf club irrelevant 

to the new social realities.” Through Padden’s essay we can see the broad cultural shift 

in the Deaf world and a new dispersal of Deaf cultural life, where attachment to place is 

temporary and nomadic. This problem of a physical place is now a question of shifting 

borders in a postmodern world.

Brenda Brueggemann’s essay, “Think-Between: A Deaf Studies Commonplace 

Book,” extends Padden’s discussion of the relation of place and identity, only she en-

gages in a very different type of “place” — that is, the metaphorical notion of the place 

between allegedly fi xed identities. The “Think-Between” in her title plays off of the ASL 

sign think-hearing  in which the handshape and movement of the sign hearing

is placed not on the mouth, but on the forehead, denoting a deaf person who thinks in 

the manner of one who hears — that is, who prefers to speak, use the phone, and take 

advantage of hearing ways. Brueggemann suggests that the binary thinking inherent in 

Deaf Studies rhetoric — that one is either hearing or deaf — would be enriched by explor-

ing the space between the two. “What I am suggesting,” Brueggemann writes, “is that we 

might begin in Deaf Studies to push beyond the mere recitation of the ‘d/Deaf’ pledge 

in our footnotes and to explore, instead, all the rhetorical situations that arise from the 

d/D distinctions, that bring the distinctions to bear, and that, most importantly, keep 

shifting them like an identity kaleidoscope in our own hands.” In her “commonplace 

book” Brueggemann notes a series of rhetorical situations in which it would behoove 

Deaf Studies to “think between” the rhetorical positions of Deaf and hearing.

Robert Hoffmeister’s chapter, “Border Crossings by Hearing Children of Deaf Par-

ents: The Lost History of Codas,” explores just such a “between” space described by 

Brueggemann. Children of Deaf parents grow up straddling a myriad of borders, as they 

are often culturally Deaf but physiologically hearing, creating the odd circumstance in 
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which they may be “more Deaf” than some people who cannot hear at all. Hoffmeister 

examines the multifaceted situation of Codas whose identities are created along a con-

stant negotiation of physiological and cultural borders. The insights into the particular 

positionalities of Codas offer a new set of angles from which to view Deaf and hearing 

cultural and political lives.

Taken together, these three chapters illustrate the complexities involved in the Deaf 

world in its search for a place and in defense of an identity they are frequently taught 

to disavow. Yet the act of drawing boundaries is no simple task and perhaps in this dif-

fi culty we gain insights into the complexities of identity formation.

The following section, Intersections and Identities, extends the discussion of bor-

ders and Deaf identity politics by looking at Deaf identity within the context of audism. 

It also seeks to move beyond the discussion of Deaf identity as a single axis of identity, 

and seek a more complex notion of identity as being always formed at the nexus of mul-

tiple intersections.

In her chapter, “Dysconscious Audism: A Theoretical Proposition,” Genie Gertz 

builds on the notion of Joyce King’s “Dysconscious Racism” that implies the internaliza-

tion of oppression that impedes one’s critical consciousness that detects and critiques 

the systemic nature of oppression. Gertz listens to Deaf Culture talking through the nar-

ratives of Deaf individuals from Deaf families to explore just how deeply embedded 

audist ideologies may be in the allegedly ”most Deaf” individuals. She focuses on these 

individuals’ perceptions of language and fi nds that there are a host of confl icting views, 

some of which reveal the presence of dysconscious audism.

Lindsay Dunn’s chapter, “The Burden of Racism and Audism,” also explores the im-

pact of institutionalized oppression on the creation of privilege and identity formation. 

Dunn engages in a dialogue about the twin circumstances of racism and audism, con-

fronting such issues as the social pressures to conform to white standards and hear-

ing standards. Dunn muses, for example, on whether hair straightening, melanin treat-

ment, and cochlear implants could have similar sources in the social arrangement of 

power and normalcy. Dunn then draws parallels between theories of Black Identity 

Development and Deaf Identity Development, providing a sense of just how pervasive 

institutional oppression can be. By placing audism and racism in the same dialogue, 

Dunn reminds us that discrimination follows similar patterns though it may be focused 

on particular identities.

Arlene Kelly’s chapter, “Where is Deaf HERstory?” takes a critical look at Deaf Stud-

ies’ elision of feminist perspectives. Kelly’s call for a more gendered Deaf Studies signi-

fi es an important moment in the fi eld that, like other areas of identity politics, realizes 

the exclusions that take place when movements coalesce around a single identity. Iden-

tities, however, do not come in singular packages: no one can be exclusively Deaf, but 

is always Deaf and a complex host of other identities including one’s gender, race, class, 

ethnicity, ability, and so on. Looking at Deaf Studies through a feminist lens, Kelly draws 

attention to the notion of the “feminist standpoint epistemology” and asks whether 

there is a Deaf standpoint and further, a Deaf feminist standpoint.

Similarly, MJ Bienvenu illustrates the particular positions that Deaf and Queer peo-

ple face — issues of dueling identities, allegiances, and cultures. Bienvenu listens to the 
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culture talking that has taken place at the cultural intersection of Queer and Deaf over 

the past thirty years. Often there have been collisions between competing agendas and 

pathologized identities — homophobia within the Deaf community and audism within 

the Queer community. Bienvenu critiques the mindset that attempts to hierarchize 

identities (Are you Deaf fi rst or a Lesbian fi rst?). There have been improvements and ad-

vances made as each identity gains greater public acceptance. Bienvenu looks at these 

changes through language use and the negotiations of the intersections at social and 

political gatherings of either affi liation. Taken together, this section adds to the growing 

discourse about the inherent diversity of the Deaf world.

The fi nal section of the book, The Question of Disability, addresses the politics of 

the disability label and identifi cation in Deaf Studies. Deaf Studies began in the fi rst 

place largely as a disavowal of the disability label. Deaf individuals have traditionally 

sought to distance themselves from the notion of disability. In their efforts to demon-

strate their lack of disability, they have shown how other persons with disabilities do 

not share a common language and culture. Historically, this lumping together has cre-

ated profound misunderstandings, especially in the early years of the inclusion move-

ment, with the notion of integration into the “least restrictive environment.” While early 

disability movements sought greater inclusion, Deaf advocates wanted greater seclu-

sion; this set up a diffi cult agenda between Deaf and disability agendas. For many deaf 

people, the residential school is the “least restrictive environment” where access is in a 

visual language and their peers share the same language, rather than being in a main-

stream school where their interaction is mediated through an interpreter, which often 

restricts their social and extracurricular activities. With different agendas, Deaf and dis-

ability communities have had a contentious relationship, though they do share similar 

forms of oppression. The chapters in this section debate the implications of either dis-

missing or accepting the disability label.

Harlan Lane explores the social construction of disability at length in his essay, “Do 

Deaf People Have a Disability?” Lane answers the title’s question by noting that the 

question ultimately does not make sense, for a disability is not something to have but 

a label one acquires. The question then becomes whether or not Deaf people should 

openly acquire and accept this label. Lane proceeds to make the case for rejecting the 

disability label, noting that culture, like disability, is also a social construction and that 

Deaf people may have more power to construct the meanings of “Deaf” in cultural 

ways precisely by rejecting the disability label. To accept the disability label would be a 

great detriment, as it, among other things, “encourages the technologies of normaliza-

tion in their eugenic and surgical programs aimed at eliminating or severely reducing 

the ranks of culturally Deaf people.” Clearly, no culture wants to intentionally hasten 

its demise.

Doug Baynton’s chapter, “Beyond Culture: Deaf Studies and the Deaf Body,” be-

gins by noting that the “existence of a deep, rich, and longstanding culture of American 

Deaf people is now beyond reasonable dispute”; however, he argues that “the concept 

of Deaf culture increasingly appears inadequate by itself as an explanation of the Deaf 

community and the experiences of Deaf people.” Unlike other cultures, Baynton notes 
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that Deaf people align themselves along sensory differences (i.e., as people of the eye); 

they form unusually strong transnational bonds and exhibit wholly unique encultura-

tion patterns. Baynton agrees with Lane that the medical model of disability is an in-

appropriate label for Deaf people, and he goes on to note that it is also precisely this 

model that disability studies and activists also reject. The social model of disability, on 

the other hand, “is entirely compatible with an understanding of Deaf people as a cul-

tural minority group and, as a complement to the cultural model, accounts for much 

about Deaf experience that the cultural model cannot.” Together, Baynton argues, Deaf 

Studies would have a more accurate description of the unique phenomenon of living 

lives in d/Deaf bodies.

In “Postdeafness,” Lennard Davis critiques Deaf identity politics by asking why Deaf 

people would want to tie themselves to an increasingly suspect model of identity based 

on cultural ethnicity. “The very idea of a singular, unproblematic identity is crumbling. 

. . . So, given these complexities and attacks on identity, why should Deaf people now 

choose to see themselves as fi tting into the kind of identity politics now being reex-

amined by society at large?” Counter to Lane’s position, Davis notes that clinging to 

the ethnic model of Deaf identity may actually be complicit in a labeling practice with 

negative effects. “The ethnic argument sets up a model of the true or ‘pure’ Deaf per-

son, in imitation of the worst aspects of racially defi ning a people.” In an age where we 

have witnessed the deleterious effects of a politics based on ethnic purity — think Dar-

fur, Uganda, Rwanda, Bosnia, Serbia — any celebration of the ethnic basis of Deaf iden-

tity needs greater scrutiny. “A better course for Deaf Studies would be to examine the 

situation in identity politics now, learn from the past, think about the beyond-identity 

issues fl oating in the public sphere, come up with fl exible and nonhierarchical models 

of being, and lead the way out of the dead end of identity thinking.”

This volume of essays then concludes with an editor’s postscript that refl ects on the 

issues circulating throughout this volume—identity, power, language, and the struggle 

for a Deaf public voice—as they played out in the Gallaudet University protests of 2006. 

As many of the contributors to this volume were involved in the protest—on both sides 

and in the middle—it thus seems only fi tting that a postscript be added to clarify the 

context and consequences of the protest that garnered widespread media attention.

Conclusion

As these chapters demonstrate, the meanings of Deaf extend far beyond the medical 

notion of hearing loss, and the possibilities of Deaf Studies extend into the very reaches 

of how we see the world. Taken together, the essays collected in Open Your Eyes hope to 

compel readers to listen to previously marginalized voices, with wide-angle lenses that 

draw the peripheral out of historical blind spots and put them clearly on display. Just 

as sign language studies have revealed that neuronal plasticity rather than sound is the 

hallmark of human language, Deaf Studies and this volume hope to show that there are 

a great number of ways to be human, and that Deaf ways of being human are not only 

valid, but are worth preserving and promoting.
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 1. Talking Culture and Culture Talking

T O M  H U M P H R I E S

That there is  a discipline  of Deaf Studies today is probably in large part due to 

the fact that there has been a lot of “talking” in the past forty years and even before that. 

Many of today’s Deaf Studies scholars have been part of this talking, and many were 

among those who actually started it, or at least poured fuel on the fi re to get it going. But 

a lot of the talking had nothing to do with scholars and researchers and had everything 

to do with Deaf people all over the country, and the world for that matter. The “talking” 

I am referring to has two forms, “culture talking” and “talking culture.”

First, talking culture. Many of us have been talking Deaf Culture for quite some 

time. Many of us have built our careers around it, built bodies of literature and research 

around it. I think anyone who has been involved with Deaf people over the past four de-

cades knows well the subject and form of this talk that has been central to a theory that 

connects deaf peoples all over the world to the notion of “culture.” It is through those of 

us who could not and would not stop talking culture that there grew a rich national and 

world discourse in which talking about Deaf Culture is the frequent subject.

But before we talked culture, culture talked. Without mentioning the word “culture,” 

Deaf people have historically maintained a discourse that was about themselves, their 

lives, their beliefs, their interpretation of the world, their needs, and their dreams. It is 

this internal process of “culture talking,” probably one of the strongest of cultural pro-

cesses, that forms the basis for both private and public expressions of what we know 

today as “Deaf Culture.” We would not be talking culture if we had no clue as to what 

Deaf people think or know or what their behaviors or artifacts (such as American Sign 

Language [ASL]) mean. So we depend on private expressions of self or culture “going 

public” to be able to talk culture in relation to Deaf people.

It is this relationship between private and public expression of culture that fascinates 

me, this process of revealing the inner workings of Deaf people’s lives that is so attrac-

tive to me both on a personal level and as a student of what Greg Urban calls “metacul-

ture” or “culture that is about culture.”1 Thinking about culture and, subsequently, talk-

ing about culture, or talking culture, aids in the circulation of meaning and, in that way 

as Urban proposes, is a process of acceleration of culture. Culture talking is an unbeliev-

ably powerful trait of humans. We express to each other all the meaning and knowledge 

of our worlds and in doing so create kinds of “imagined communities.”2 We express a 

world that emanates from “me” but includes “we.” We express the kind of communities 

that we wish to have but also reveal what we don’t intend.

I view the discourse and rhetoric of the past forty years among Deaf people as a 
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search for “voice.” Having written elsewhere about the problem of voice for Deaf peo-

ple3 I don’t want to go into it here, but I do want to state the obvious: culture talking for 

Deaf people was not always about “culture,” and we began talking culture only recently 

(fi rst in the 1960s) when we began to desire to call our private world a “culture.” And 

when we began to want our public image to be more like our private image of ourselves. 

Thus we needed a new way of talking about ourselves. This new voice was heavily em-

bedded within a discourse of culture.

There were some struggles in this process. After an early “wrong” path, telling our 

story to hearing people and having them tell it back to us, we have been getting the 

“secret” out ourselves. At fi rst, it was mostly hearing people who articulated our story 

in the language of culture (too many to cite here). Most early works that attempt to de-

scribe ASL and a culture of Deaf people were by hearing people reporting what they had 

learned from us. Predictably this did lead to some resentment and ultimately to more 

and more Deaf people telling our story ourselves. But fi rst, we had to overcome the pres-

sures from within that constrained our expression of our private world.

Those pressures were quite strong and self-suppressing. Some may remember the 

reluctance to teach ASL to strangers and a suspicion of hearing people’s motives in 

wanting to learn ASL that led us to a reticence to share our language. After all, they had

never expressed much interest in it before and what good could come of their learning 

our “secret” language? Was it a good idea to let them know it, and know us? Would that 

be safe?

Another pressure constraining the projection of the private into public space was 

the pressure to conform in our writing to a writing tradition that only allowed us space 

to write autobiographies in the frame of “overcoming deafness.” For most of our history, 

when Deaf people took up the pen and decided to write in English, it was invariably 

about themselves and their lives. This was basically the only genre open to them. The 

only genre in which they would be welcomed and their writing found to be interesting 

and, therefore, publishable. This is not unlike the experience of other ethnic writers who 

found that the writing tradition of telling one’s life story was a fi rst, and sometimes only, 

path to public expression. This writing tradition, being the only one accessible, served 

as a constraint on other kinds of creative expression.

Related to the pressure to write only in a limited tradition, was the pressure to “make 

nice” with hearing people and not offend, the pressure to “tell stories” or little white lies 

about everything from our desire to have Deaf babies (we said we didn’t want them) to 

denying that we were actually reproducing them. We wanted them but we could not say 

that we wanted them so we lied. Many Deaf families have stories of how they or their 

children became deaf due to illness or trauma. Many Deaf adults today can remember 

their Deaf parents telling them and others that their deafness was not genetic. Common 

were our attempts to reconcile our internal desires with the horror that hearing people 

expressed about knowingly having deaf babies. Despite these attempts to “make nice” 

with hearing people’s demanding stance that deafness is “bad,” Deaf people, of course, 

continued to secretly desire Deaf babies and reproduce them unabated.

In short, we silenced ourselves. We reacted to these pressures as many other ethnic 

minorities did. We stifl ed self-expression, self-pride, and our true voice. But for the past 
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forty years we have been constantly thinking about how we are talking. We have had to 

reexamine everything we say and analyze every word in light of a new idea, how to ex-

press our private world without the constraint of others’ cultural bias. Our task, and the 

one that concerns the fi eld of Deaf Studies so strongly at this time, has been to under-

stand what the voice of this “new” Deaf Culture is.

Coming to voice, as I see it, is not about coming out. It is about the subsistence of 

individual and group sensibilities. Finding ways to talk about our selves may be a pro-

cess of affi rmation and confession, as coming out often is, but it is a different process, it 

involves developing a sustaining voice, one that sustains the individual and the group 

alike. For one thing, coming to voice often reaches the level of rhetoric and literature 

and art and is embedded in the artifacts of each of these genres. So, while talking culture 

may be about revealing or creating identities as some people say, it seems to me that it 

is as much about processing identities and creating artifacts in the process that help us 

to hold and circulate among us and among others those notions that we wish to project 

into public space.

But when we began this process of talking culture back in the late 1960s and early 

1970s, we had a problem. We had little idea what to say. And it turns out, crucially, that if 

we were to claim that there is such a thing as “Deaf Culture” we must quickly fi nd some 

artifacts of it. There must be art and literature that is “Deaf.” Those of you who are Deaf 

may remember the near panic that we felt when we realized that we would be asked 

to produce these examples of our difference. And they had to be darn good examples 

too. Well, fi rst we produced the best cultural artifact of all, our language, ASL. But that 

wasn’t enough; we needed to present, for public scrutiny, a literature. A few pieces of 

ASL poetry would not do the trick; we needed to collect as much as we could as fast as 

we could.

As a result of public insistence that we produce evidence of culture, I believe, for 

forty years we have been “collecting ourselves.”4 We have spent all this time searching 

for the authentic literature and art of ourselves. We have been trying to assemble the 

material of our world that is unique to us. This has been an incredible task as most Deaf 

Studies scholars know.

As hard as this task has been (this simple act of trying to fi nd and identify material 

representations of our cultural lives), harder has been the task of identifying what it is 

in our private world that we want to be consumed in the public world. In a sense this is 

a useless endeavor because, ultimately, we may not have any control whatsoever over 

what is revealed or what is seen by others. But in another sense, it is a useful and impor-

tant aspect of our forty years of talking culture. If we think of our attempts to collect and 

catalog our art and literature (as well as interpret and analyze it) as a fi rst step in the dis-

tribution of our culture for public consumption, then we are involved in the distribution 

of our private world and we ought to think about that as an important activity.

We began by identifying what we considered to be “high” examples of Deaf art and 

literature. The 1970s marked the emergence of the “great” ASL poets, Dorothy Miles, 

Ella Lentz, Clayton Valli, to mention a few. It also was a time of confusion about what 

constituted Deaf literature. Was poetry composed by Deaf poets who worked in English 

and not ASL to be considered as artifacts of a culture of Deaf people? Poets like Mervin 
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Garretson, Will Madsen, Robert Panara, and even Dorothy Miles in the beginning, com-

posed their poetry in English. Since they were all Deaf people, were their English works 

then to be considered Deaf literature? For that matter, were Deaf authors who wrote in 

English in other genres to be included? Or did Deaf literature have to be ASL literature? 

This question still tends to be a bit problematic even today.

A problem of collection immediately arose in regard to ASL literature. With little re-

cording of ASL literature to be found before the spread of videotape, how could one 

argue that a rich ASL literature existed? This was a serious issue at many colleges and 

universities as they began to offer ASL courses and deal with issues of whether to allow 

the use of ASL to meet various language and humanities requirements for graduation. 

Proposals to have ASL meet the language requirement of a university almost always 

ran head-on into a challenge: show us the literature. The few and contemporary exam-

ples of ASL literature that existed on videotape during the 1970s and even today often 

proved insuffi cient to convince traditional academicians. I remember getting frequent 

requests from colleges and universities around the country for help in identifying a lit-

erature of suffi cient weight to convince skeptical faculty committees or, at least, for a 

convincing argument that would explain why more ASL literature was not readily avail-

able. A common explanation that went around was that one had to think of ASL litera-

ture in terms of an “oral tradition” or like those many other world languages that had no 

printed forms.

Locating such treasures as the cache of fi lms produced for the National Associa-

tion of the Deaf in 1913 including the George Veditz speech “The Preservation of the 

Sign Language” was probably the most signifi cant outcome of our early efforts to col-

lect ASL literature. Not because it contained examples of scintillating literature but be-

cause it was old. We needed to establish not just that ASL literature existed but that it 

had existed a long time ago. It seemed that “literature” had to be old in order for it to 

have cachet. We have struggled to fi nd circumstantial and indirect evidence of the ex-

istence of ASL literate forms earlier than 1913. The best evidence that we have besides 

early fi lms is the performance of our older generations and the histories told and writ-

ten about community life that sometimes describe vibrant Deaf community theaters 

and club performance.

In the visual arts, we have tended, I think, to seek out Deaf art that explicitly pro-

motes the notion that we can see the “Deaf” in the work. At the early stage of talking 

culture, we needed to stand up and name the artists and name their works and come 

up with the numbers and weight to impress those who argued there could be no Deaf 

Culture without a Deaf art. But what was Deaf art? Was it defi ned by who the artist was? 

How “Deaf” did an artist have to be? Did Goya qualify? As far as we know he didn’t use a 

sign language, so what did that make his art? Or did there have to be something in the 

work of art itself that defi ned it as “Deaf.” We quickly embraced the works of artists like 

Betty Miller, Harry Williams, Morris Broderson (he had fi ngerspelling in his art!), and 

others because we could clearly identify either themes that were considered to be Deaf 

themes or qualities that we could point to and say, “this symbolizes the Deaf experience, 

this art could only have been done by a person who is Deaf.” I fear to think back to how 

much we stretched this categorization. But at the time we needed a very elastic defi ni-
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tion of Deaf art because we had not yet fi gured out who we were and, therefore, did not 

know what the boundaries of Deaf art might be. Hopefully we will never completely get 

comfortable with the boundaries. After all, it is art, and art redefi nes itself every second. 

No, it has not been an easy task, this collecting of ourselves.

In literature and in art, we will continue to collect and catalog and analyze. How-

ever, I am hoping that we will achieve something more. In fact, I think we have to if we 

hope to realize an aesthetic that is something more than just appreciation of the fact of 

production. We all know Deaf poets that we like and don’t like. We all know Deaf artists 

that we like and don’t like. We are less sure why, and we are very unsure what the “why” 

should be. I think we are still unsure what the qualities are that constitute criticism of 

Deaf art and literature.

Many years ago when we still had the annual “Celebration” art festivals in Berkeley, 

one year a group of the attending artists stayed after the festival to spend a day together 

discussing art. I was asked to facilitate this meeting. I prepared an agenda, and one of 

the items near the end that I raised was the question of art criticism within the Deaf 

community. I was not prepared for the response. I think in my naïveté I expected that 

we would be able to talk about the contribution that art criticism could make to the de-

velopment and enrichment of an entity that I then thought of as “Deaf art.” I recall that I 

was thinking about how much I found some art I was seeing to be totally lacking in any 

redeeming value, while other works were compelling, and that it would be good to have 

a discussion about the distinction. But, unfortunately, the timing was obviously wrong. 

Clearly, at that early stage of the emergence of Deaf art as a genre, criticism was a luxury 

we would not afford. At just the point when we were starting to go public with our art, it 

seemed I was a bit nuts to become discriminating. We needed all we could get as fast as 

we could get it . . . and damn the aesthetics.

So that discussion at Celebration didn’t get very far. As I recall, it quickly got to the 

question of how a community that is as small and intimate as the Deaf community 

could sustain Deaf critics of Deaf works of art. It seemed diffi cult to imagine how any of 

us could openly critique the work of Deaf artists without the risk of offending on a more 

personal level. Given the nature of the Deaf community, would not personal motiva-

tions rather than aesthetics color all criticism? Would not such criticism be too harmful 

to the ecology of artistic thought and production? No one could seem to get beyond that 

concern, and the sense I got is that it might be impossible.

But, I’m back today with this issue because I think it’s important. A fi eld of criticism 

is not yet emergent for Deaf art or literature and, inasmuch as criticism plays multi-

ple roles in the arts — making important challenges to notions of aesthetics, infl uenc-

ing public consumption, and infl uencing production — it is not meaningfully present 

today.

This is troubling because the alternative to continuing without a strong critical ex-

amination of art and literature is that both will be driven by market forces. We will end 

up with little else on the market but what is useful for sign language students, for in-

terpreter training, or for teachers to use in Deaf education classrooms. Because this is 

where consumption of Deaf art occurs most frequently. I don’t believe we can afford an 

aesthetic driven by what is popular and marketable. Let me remind you that the most 
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popular piece of art collected in the United States is a painting of dogs playing poker. 

I think that’s all I need to say to make that point. It is unfortunate to me that Deaf lit-

erature and art are still at the stage of fi nding and cataloging and perhaps analyzing to 

some extent. We need to talk culture to elevate the greatness in our art and literature, 

starting from within with the development of a notion and a process of art and literary 

criticism.

If we view art and literature as ways we express a collective consciousness, we can 

view both as forms of culture talking. One of the things we have to guard against (and 

could guard against if we had a stronger fi eld of art criticism) is the compulsion to talk 

culture in our art and literature instead. If all of our art and literature is about convinc-

ing the rest of the world that we have a culture or about telling the world how much pain 

it has caused us, we are bound by our relationship to the other and not free. Of course, 

I understand that we are bound by our relationship to the other probably forever, but 

that should not prevent us from seeking to be more than just reactionary. We need to do 

more than just explain ourselves to the other in our art and literature. Culture talking is 

what we do, unlike talking culture, which is what we have to do in order to project the 

private into public space. As good and valuable as our art and literature has been, we 

need to elevate into public consciousness more than just a “liberation” art or literature.

It seems to me that the challenge we face, now that we have so successfully talked 

culture for forty years, is to get back to culture talking. I hear many of you talking about 

“what can Deaf Culture teach the world,” and I have also raised that question. In fact, in 

my teaching, I use Deaf people and their lives to ask students to rethink language and to 

rethink culture. I ask them to examine notions of groups and intergroup relationships 

that go beyond the particular case of Deaf people that we happen to be studying. But I 

suggest that we also need to study what is “cultural” about Deaf people for its own sake. 

In other words, we need to better understand, to use Urban again, how Deaf Culture 

moves through the world.5 We are nowhere near fi nished with this work.

We have some promising examples of emerging work that seeks to understand how 

Deaf Culture moves through the world in different disciplines. In education, we have a 

focus on what constitutes a Deaf practice in the classroom. We are talking culture in our 

research on classroom practice, and our focus is on how culture talks, that is, what in-

digenous practices fi nd their way into the classroom when Deaf adults are the teachers? 

In history, we have moved beyond early studies of the “history of Deaf people in educa-

tion” to study the evolution of ideas and practices within Deaf communities. In other 

areas of study it seems likely that the future will see studies that are more inclined to 

look at cultural processes rather than “the culture,” an important orientation for avoid-

ing the trap of “what is and what isn’t” Deaf Culture, and thus understanding our world 

from the inside out.

In Deaf art and literature, we can do and should do more. To encourage contempo-

rary artists and writers, poets and performers, we need to offer them a concept of Deaf 

art and literature that is not about collecting or producing art for public display for the 

purpose of exhibition of ourselves. We are at a point where exhibiting ourselves does not 

have to be all-consuming; we can afford to let culture talk about something other than 

ourselves and transcend our relationship with the other.
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Malcolm X told his story to Alex Haley and called it an “autobiography.”6 While one 

can argue that it is not one, no one can doubt that it is a powerful work and no one can 

doubt the truths in it. When you read Haley on the work of preparing this book — feeling 

each other out, developing a way to talk to each other, agreeing on parameters — and 

read Haley’s introduction on Malcolm’s obvious self-consciousness about the whole 

process, you sense very strongly that these two men tacitly agreed to “talk race.” We 

have tacitly agreed to talk “Deaf Culture” for forty years. Like Malcolm, we have been 

effective.

The best sign of this is that deaf children, actually even young deaf adults in col-

lege these days, do not seem to share our compulsion to talk culture, and perhaps that 

is a wonderful sign. But I think that we, and especially those of us in Deaf Studies, now 

need to achieve a balance between the rhetoric of talking culture that too often seeks to 

“prove” something and talking culture that is about the circulation and acceleration of 

culture. When we free ourselves in this way, our art and literature will have survived and 

thrived after the cathartic period of hyper self-defi nition we have gone through in the 

last half of the twentieth century. Put simply, we need to move on from “How are we dif-

ferent?” to “How are we being?”

Notes

 1. Greg Urban, Metaculture: How Culture Moves through the World (Minneapolis: University of Min-

nesota Press, 2001), 3.

 2. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Refl ections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism

(London: Verso, 1991).

 3. Tom Humphries, “Of Deaf-mutes, the Strange, and the Modern Deaf Self,” in Culturally Affi rma-

tive Psychotherapy with Deaf Persons, ed. Neil S. Glickman and M. Harvey (Mahwan, N.J.: Law-

rence Erlbaum Associates, 1996), 99–114. Tom Humphries, “The Modern Deaf Self: Indigenous 

Practices and Educational Imperatives,” in Literacy and Deaf People: Cultural and Contextual Per-

spectives, ed. Brenda J. Brueggemann (Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 2004), 29–46. 

Carol Padden and Tom Humphries, Inside Deaf Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 2005).

 4. James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-century Ethnography, Literature, and Art

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988).

 5. Urban, Metaculture.

 6. Malcolm X and Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X (New York: Ballantine, 1992).



42

 2. Colonialism and Resistance:
  A Brief History of Deafhood

PA D DY  L A D D

The first phase  in the emergence of Deaf Studies as a discipline has been charac-

terized by remarkable developments across a wide range of domains, from linguistics 

to psychology, from history to culture. We now face the challenge of bringing about 

the second phase, to search for more explicit Deaf epistemologies and ontologies that 

can frame these developments in a more holistic way, so that Deaf Studies can be-

come a more conscious model for Deaf-centered praxis. In this chapter I will utilize 

the new concepts of postcolonialism and Deafhood to examine aspects of the Deaf 

Culture concept and suggest how these can be used to ground just such a liberatory 

praxis.

Colonialism and Deaf Communities

Lane and Wrigley were the fi rst to draw attention to parallels between the Deaf experi-

ence and colonialism.1 Ladd presents the fi rst sustained examination of the idea and 

provides a tentative frameworking.2 Four forms of colonization can be identifi ed: eco-

nomic, welfare, linguistic, and cultural.3 This chapter is concerned primarily with the 

latter two features.

Linguistic and cultural colonization can be understood as a formal, structured net-

work and set of processes whereby, as Merry has it, one group “not only controls and 

rules the other, but also endeavours to impose its cultural order on the subordinate 

group.”4 In the case of Deaf communities, traditional ideas concerning the superiority 

of majority (spoken and written languages) over sign languages developed into a world-

wide policy of active suppression of the latter during the late nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. One of the central agents of colonialism is its education systems; in the Deaf 

domain this was embodied in the concept of oralism, taking two forms. One was the 

banning of sign language from education with its subsequent high rate of illiteracy,5 and 

the other was the virtual removal of the prime means of transmission of Deaf cultural 

traditions—Deaf principals, teachers, and auxiliary staff.6 The consequent diminished 

confi dence and achievement levels, together with the delayed entry into Deaf commu-

nity life and exposure to the Deaf cultural heritage, left the community vulnerable to 

refi nements in the development of welfare and economic colonization that were then 

used to administer the Deaf colonies.
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Colonization and Deaf Cultures

Seen from this perspective, and mindful of the extent to which this pattern of cultural 

suppression intensifi ed as generation succeeded generation, one can understand that 

Deaf Cultures experienced a diminution in the scope and range of their cultural beliefs 

and visions. One way to begin to appreciate this is to adopt a simple exercise—imagin-

ing what the Deaf world would look like if oralism had never happened.

It is not impossible to assume that there would have been one hundred years of 

literate, strong, proud Deaf people, many Deaf superintendants and administrators, 

teachers and professionals. Or that there would have been many more interpreters, that 

many more hearing people would have been using British Sign Language (BSL) and be 

part of the Deaf community. As a consequence, Deaf public prominence and the ensu-

ing political issues would have attained much greater recognition, and a larger amount 

of sign language and Deaf presence would be seen in fi lm and on television. Relation-

ships with parents of deaf children would have been very different indeed. Deaf arts 

would also be far more developed. Such a listing could continue, amounting effectively 

to a different world, one consisting not of a few elite Deaf people with better jobs, but 

whole communities living another dimension of existence, with very different relation-

ships to majority cultures.

Instead of this, as Ladd describes, one fi nds Deaf communities positioned de-

fensively, operating with an almost “underground” mentality via cultural patterns 

formed in reaction to that oppression, and with the loss of an overt and positive vi-

sion of the Deaf state of being, both in the communities and among most of their lead-

ers.7 Although the last twenty-fi ve years have witnessed a Deaf Resurgence, at least in 

the West, the process and effects of that colonialism have not been directly addressed, 

leading to the continuation of cultural patterns that are counterproductive to a full 

decolonization.

“Deaf Culture” vis-à-vis “Deafhood”

A simple way to summarize the process above in respect to decolonization is there-

fore to draw a metaphorical line under Deaf Culture, acknowledging that this represents 

Deaf traditions, which must be learned, understood, and respected. But they should 

not prevent us from the search for our largest Deaf selves, which I term Deafhood. These 

distinctions form the basis for the explorations of the rest of the chapter. Holding such 

a dual focus enables Deaf peoples to open up new worlds of meaning, while still main-

taining awareness of our traditions, both negative and positive, how they still operate 

on us, and which aspects of each we might wish to attempt to change in the decoloni-

zation process.

These larger Deaf selves can be observed beginning to manifest themselves during 

the last twenty years of the Deaf Resurgence. However, for a fuller understanding of Deaf-

hood it is vital that we seek examples from history, notably the eras before oralism.
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Deafhood in Precolonial History

Because sign languages could not be recorded, much evidence has been lost. But there 

do exist examples of Deaf discourses that encompassed such questions as “What is 

‘Deaf’?” ”Who are we and why are we here on earth?” “What might our roles here on 

earth be?” which developed positive answers and drew powerful conclusions.

Although there are traces of such discourse within the United Kingdom,8 the most 

prominent examples can be found in the printed records of the thoughts and percep-

tions of French Deaf people, from just before the French Revolution in 1789 through 

the postrevolutionary period to the “Paris Banquets” inaugurated by Berthier and col-

leagues from the 1830s onward.9 All these reveal an elevated sense of self and commu-

nity, much of which appears to have been lost during the oralist century.

Berthier and his colleagues’ belief in what we now call bilingual education saw them 

involved in an intense struggle with the Parisian deaf school that was taking its fi rst 

steps toward oralism. One of his group’s political and cultural strategies was to establish 

annual banquets to which the press were invited. These became so famous—in an age 

of limited international communication—that Deaf people travelled from as far away as 

the United States to attend. Indeed as we shall see, this international-signing dimension 

represents an important aspect of Deaf epistemology. At those banquets, speeches were 

given in sign that were conveyed to print and thus have remained (potentially) acces-

sible ever since.10 The tone of these speeches is very impressive:

[Sign language] easily wins out over all the separate limiting languages of speaking humanity. 

. . . Our language encompasses all nations, the entire globe.11

Berthier and those like him were clear about their own ontological status:

The language of Deaf-mutes, that sublime universal language given to us by Nature.12

The Nature trope is vital because the group’s concept of “the Supreme Being” stressed 

that Nature was in effect a manifestation of that Being in all its varied forms. Thus, all 

that was “natural” existed because it was intended to exist. It would appear that they 

perceived themselves in some ways as akin to what we now call First Nation peoples, 

who were viewed as equally “natural,” or living in harmony with Nature or their “natu-

ral state.”

An earlier example occurs in de Ladebat’s account of Massieu and Clerc’s visit to 

London in 1815, which is centered around the lectures they gave there. When Clerc was 

asked to compare English and French ladies, his lengthy reply surprised them in its 

frankness, to which he replied:

It [such a frank reply] is the privilege of a Man of Nature.13

Clearly “Nature” was not merely an abstract concept, but one that was enacted in daily 

cultural praxis.14
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Mottez draws attention to a report from a non-Deaf newspaper reporter at the 1849 

banquet:

None of the orators we most admire could even remotely compete with Berthier, Forestier 
or Lenoir for the grace, the dignity, and the correctness of their gestures. In truth, seeing the
speeches that these three young men deliver is enough, I think, to make us wish we could un-
learn speech.15

The Deaf were very clear in how they perceived this reporter:

An “incomplete man” according to these gentlemen, a “wretch,” deprived of the language of 
mimicry. . . . An expression of ineffable pity could be read on their faces at his approach. “The 
hapless one,” the celebrants said. “He won’t be able to make himself understood.”16

What can be extrapolated from such examples of Deaf discourse? I suggest that seven 

basic principles can be identifi ed that give an indication of what Deafhood meant to 

those Deaf participants.

 1. Deaf communities possess a gift of languages so special that they can be used to 

communicate things that speech cannot.

 2. They are even more special because they can be adapted to cross international 

boundaries where spoken languages fail.

 3. Consequently, Deaf people manifest in potentia the ability to become the world’s 

fi rst truly global citizens, and thus serve as a model for the rest of society.

 4. Deaf people were intentionally created on earth to manifest these qualities, and 

the value of their existence should not be called into question.

 5. Non-Deaf people unable to use these languages are effectively incomplete, “sign-

impaired” citizens.

 6. The languages are to be offered to non-Deaf people, so that if they joined with 

Deaf people and learned them, the quality of their lives would be improved.

 7. Although the banqueteers represented what might seen as a Deaf elite, they were 

well aware that most Deaf people had not yet had the chance to attend Deaf edu-

cation or develop their talents within Deaf communities. Instead of being con-

tent to be an elite, they instead pledged themselves to continue to fi ght to ensure 

that all Deaf people had the right to such opportunities—in effect, they perceived 

all Deaf people as of equal worth.

This belief in “Naturalism” became Deaf communities’ downfall during the rise of sci-

ence, industrialization, imperialism, and colonialism, where they were seen merely as 

“natural” as all the other “savage” races of the earth, as not fully human, and thus fi t only 

to serve the western non-Deaf colonialist interest.17 As yet, however, modern Deaf com-

munities have not indicated an overt awareness of these ontological dimensions, which 

is unsurprising given that many of the Deafhood principles above have been lost during 

the oralist century.

The importance of the “discovery” of these dimensions lies in the extent to which 

they disrupt the subsequent colonialist narratives, in particular, their implicit assertion 
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that, far from being the passive recipients of medical treatment and social welfare char-

ity, Deaf peoples actually embody skills that the non-Deaf world can learn and benefi t 

from. Confi rmation of this can be found in the recent research by Garcia that use of sign 

language with non-Deaf babies enhances their cognitive skills and the speed of spoken 

language acquisition.18 Further research will almost certainly reveal other benefi ts.

Likewise further research into precolonialist Deaf discourses, not only in France, but 

in the United States and elsewhere, will enable us to identify whether other Deafhood 

characteristics existed. Finally, we should note that Berthier and his colleagues also pos-

ited the concept of the “Deaf-mute Nation,” and a belief that this Nation should be able 

to elect its own members of Parliament, far-sighted ideas that also have the potential to 

disrupt colonialist policies. From this basis we can move forward to examine other as-

pects of Deafhood in the oralist century and beyond.

Deafhood in the Twentieth-Century United Kingdom: 
Deaf Children’s Acts of Resistance

The rise of oralism was initially resisted by an international Deaf movement but gained 

hegemony by 1900 in some parts of Europe and the United States, while other Deaf 

communities resisted up until the 1920s.19 However, once the number of Deaf teachers 

declined, and Deaf illiteracy spread, the quality of Deaf leadership diminished and the 

maintenance of earlier Deafhood principles became increasingly diffi cult.

My research into early to mid-twentieth-century Deaf Culture, centered around the 

two key sites of enculturation, schools and Deaf clubs, indicated that the existence of 

all seven principles could no longer be confi rmed. In the case of deaf schools, this was 

hardly surprising given that the children had to virtually re-create their own language 

and culture with minimal access to Deaf traditions. However, it was possible to identify 

characteristics of resistance that could be interpreted as strategies by which deaf chil-

dren tried to create their Deaf selves, and maintain a semblance of Deafhood, one of 

which I identify as “1001 (small) Victories.”

Chapter 7 of my Understanding Deaf Culture illustrates the range of these strategies, 

as well as indicating the extent to which oralism negatively infl uenced the Deaf Cul-

ture that those children then brought into their adult lives. These strategies and their 

subsequent effects indicated that although the range of meanings deaf children were 

able to give to their actions was more limited than in preoralist times, they were never-

theless able to hold fast to a sense of collective identity through which they could im-

plictly or explicitly defi ne themselves from, as Padden and Humphries put it, a “differ-

ent centre,”20 which is the core requirement for cultural survival, however diminished, 

and thus a basis for a similarly diminished, but nonetheless valuable, Deafhood.

Deafhood in the Twentieth Century: Deaf Resistance to Missionary Colonialism

Examination of UK Deaf clubs and Deaf social and cultural life during the period of mis-

sionary/welfare-offi cer colonialism up to 1970 revealed sets of patterns through which 

some Deaf people kept their Deafhood alive.
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In the UK, Deaf clubs operated on three levels. The fi rst was the Management Com-

mittees, which consisted almost solely of hearing people. The third level was the Deaf 

social club committees. In between these two levels, the second, the missionary level, 

was the sole link between the two committees and their cultures. The missionaries sur-

rounded themselves with a small group of Deaf people, mostly of middle-class parent-

age. As part of their strategy, they invited some of these parents onto the Management 

Committees, in order to help attract funding and support to the club. The missionaries 

relied on this Deaf comprador class to carry out their decisions and impose their ideas 

on the third level, the ordinary Deaf members whom I term the “Deaf subalterns.” It is 

important to remember that the missionaries were all powerful. If one crossed them 

or their Deaf acolytes, one could be punished in a variety of ways, including banning 

them from the club or from the missionaries’ services—both terrifying prospects for 

Deaf people back in those days.

Chapter 8 of my Understanding Deaf Culture showed that there were major differ-

ences in how those two “classes” of Deaf people behaved. The subalterns, known to the 

others as “the Deaf,” consciously or semiconsciously maintained their Deafhood by the 

“1001 Victories,” in their interaction with hearing people, with the missionaries, and 

with the middle-class Deaf. By challenging hearing people as they did, they in effect 

fought to make life better for all Deaf people, not just themselves—an essentially col-

lectivist cultural response.

They saw the middle classes as “hearing,” in that on leaving school and coming 

under more direct infl uence from their wealthier hearing families, they gave up much 

of their own Deafhood, avoided social challenges, and tended more toward individu-

alist cultural patterns. Their behavior was not conventionally middle class, however. 

Because of their particular situation, their reactions to being caught between two cul-

tures manifested in essentially petit bourgeois behavior, full of fear of what others 

might think of them and with a striving for respectability. What was interesting about 

these classic social patterns was the rendering of them in the terms of “Deaf” and 

“Hearing”: clearly each group had their own ideas of what constituted appropriately 

“Deaf” beliefs, values, and behavior. Both groups were undoubtedly culturally Deaf 

persons, both were BSL users and both equally ill educated; there was none of the 

later social divisions along axes such as “more/less educated,” “BSL/Signed English 

users,” or “Deaf/hard of hearing.” Therefore the most helpful way to construct their 

self-image may be to say that each operated from different beliefs of what constituted 

Deafhood.

Finally it is important to make clear that these differences did not prevent the de-

velopment of a powerful social and cultural unity. Indeed, such differences provided 

both groups with the implicit challenge to ensure that their own social interaction was 

positive and fruitful, because unlike most members of majority society, where differ-

ent classes were not forced to occupy the same social spaces, let alone the same rooms, 

Deaf people had to fi nd positive ways to creatively coexist. And indeed they did so, so 

that Deaf life, in the clubs through strategies like reciprocity,21 in Deaf sports, and else-

where, became a powerful positive cultural resource for future generations of Deaf 

school–leavers.
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Deafhood in the Twentieth Century: The Pub Rebels

During the same time period, there was also a small number of Deaf people who did get 

banned from the clubs, or who chose to rebel against the missionaries. They met in local 

pubs (perhaps importantly, these were often “rough” ones) and developed meaningful 

relationships with the hearing people they met there, via writing and fi ngerspelling. (It 

was much easier to teach people twenty-six “signs” than several thousand.)

However, for many reasons, there were still confl icts and misunderstandings be-

tween the club subalterns and the pub rebels. Much of this had to do with different 

ideas about Deafhood. The subalterns still kept up the model learned at school: “1001 

Victories.” The pub groups had a different focus. Some of them wanted to enlarge the 

idea of what the Deaf world might become. So they brought to club members ideas they 

had learned about hearing struggles and rebellions in history, or ways in which Deaf 

clubs could become a more lively and outward-looking place via different activities and 

debates. But when they brought those ideas into the clubs, they found them dismissed 

as “hearing ideas” or “hearing ways.” Their own response was to say, effectively, “If you 

call these hearing ways, what about about you? You’re the ones who follow the hearing 

ways of the missionaries.” But the subalterns also had a good point. Many of the pub 

rebels had good English skills, and the others were very sensitive to any sense that they 

might be being looked down on, which in some instances seems to have been the case.

This issue is crucial for our understanding of Deafhood, because it illustrates two 

different approaches to Deafhood. One is based on trying to maintain Deafhood within 

the boundaries of the oppressive Deaf world as it then was. The other is based on try-

ing to stretch the boundaries, to enlarge the idea of what Deafhood might mean, taking 

ideas from anywhere and adapting them to Deaf life.

It is especially interesting to note that Deaf families (who were rarely members of the 

petit bourgeois group) did not join the pub groups, feeling that if they did so they would 

be abandoning their parents, uncles and aunts, cousins, and so on. They had to stay in 

the clubs and contest the issues arising there. Their fi ght was important, but nonethe-

less embodied a confusion between what might be interpreted as Deafhood and the 

changing, perhaps even diminishing, Deaf Culture. This was because over time, as oral-

ism bit deeper and the missionaries gained more power, the vision of what being Deaf 

meant was shrinking. Thus by the 1970s, even the norms and values of both the petite 

bourgeoisie and the subalterns became identifi ed as true Deaf ways.

Deafhood and the Deaf Resurgence in the 1980s

The UK Deaf Resurgence of the late 1970s and 1980s appears to confi rm the cultural 

patterns identifi ed above. Once transportation and communication became easier, the 

groups of pub rebels made regional, then national contact with each other. By 1976, 

they formed the radical National Union of the Deaf (NUD)—Deaf run but with active 

hearing allies—whose fi rst convention took place above a pub.

Similarly when BSL was fi rst acknowledged, Deaf families from the subaltern Deaf 

club members found their skills and heritage recognized for the fi rst time and obtained 
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posts as BSL tutors, university researchers, television presenters, and so on. By 1980 the 

British Deaf Association (BDA, which had been run along the same lines as Deaf clubs—

controlled nationally by the missionaries and locally by the Deaf petite bourgeoisie—

for most of the twentieth century) appointed a radical Coda as CEO. He took on board 

the NUD agenda and began the process of changing the BDA accordingly. Thus the two 

“rebel” groups had started to make good, albeit very separate, progress in redefi ning 

Deafhood.

However, between 1981 and 1983, the “old guard” of missionaries and the petite 

bourgeoisie tried to resist the changes and forced the CEO to resign. This resulted in 

the fi rst successful national UK Deaf rebellion—the fi rst time both rebel groups became 

consciously aware of each other as groups. Working together, by the BDA Congress of 

1983 they were so well organized that they defeated the old guard. The CEO was rein-

stated, the fi rst Deaf chair was elected, and the Executive Council became all Deaf from 

that point onward.

And thus two streams of Deafhood came together, using their very different skills to 

create a combined force that raised many possibilities for what “Deaf” could mean in 

the future. Nevertheless, these steps toward Deaf decolonization revealed a further set 

of distinctions.

Colonialism and Modern Deaf Culture

My research found that by 1996, even though the BDA was Deaf run, its range of socio-

political actions and “depth” of cultural activity were still very constrained. I was able to 

trace backward and forward the cultural patterns, as described earlier, and found that, 

even though the missionaries had gone, the limited Deaf cultural values and Deafhood 

self-defi nitions of that era still lived on inside those prominent Executive Council mem-

bers of the BDA who had willingly taken part in the fi rst wave of changes.

It is important to note that the BDA (or in the United States, the National Associa-

tion of the Deaf [NAD]), unlike national colonialist organizations “for the deaf” in the 

UK, such as the Royal National Institute of the Deaf, is a culturally Deaf entity. As such 

it cannot change its organizational culture as swiftly as the latter, who with each new 

CEO simply brings in a new administration of “expert” hearing professionals. Culture is 

of course a living, breathing, organic force that can only change slowly. In this sense, the 

BDA or the NAD are the embodiment of traditional Deaf Cultures—our cultural heritage 

as it manifests itself politically.22 Change can only be accelerated when a culture exam-

ines itself, learns to understand the forces acting upon it, and initiates changes based 

on its fi ndings—in other words, employs essential features of the decolonization pro-

cess such as found in the Black Consciousness Movement in South Africa during the 

1970s.23

In this respect the concept of Deafhood is again helpful. By schematizing the in-

fl uence of oralism and the missionaries as colonialist cultural characteristics that then 

negatively infl uenced Deaf Cultures, it is possible to confi rm the idea that some major-

ity cultural features became part of Deaf Cultures.24 Moreover, aspects of the colonizing 

culture that were not widely practiced in their own majority culture, but were used on 
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the Deaf-colonizing “front-line” itself, were also absorbed into Deaf Culture. There are 

many examples, but a few may suffi ce here.

Informants made reference to the characteristics of praise and criticism in Deaf Cul-

ture. “It’s the Deaf way to criticize rather than praise” was a common theme, and a few 

were even able to identify this as a cultural feature learned under oralism. Another com-

mon “Deaf way” feature is known both in the UK and the United States as the “crab 

theory,” wherein Deaf persons who appear to be moving into a position of leadership 

or engaged in other potentially “separating” developments are subjected to severe in-

ternal criticism and restraint. Similar features can also be identifi ed in other colonized 

groups.25

Another set of examples concerns the widespread defensive or negative cultural at-

titudes toward hearing people. These become more understandable when we note that 

for almost a century Deaf people were largely unaware that oralists were actually not 

typical of hearing people, and that there were in fact many thousands of other hearing 

people not directly involved in the colonizing process who were either fascinated by 

sign languages or willing to engage in friendship.

Colonialism also severely affected Deaf languages and art forms. One set of exam-

ples can be found in Deaf club–based theatre, where very few plays were set within the 

Deaf community, utilized Deaf characters, portrayed Deaf cultural themes, or even used 

“strong BSL.” Examples such as Bergman and Bragg’s (1981) Tales from a Clubroom are 

very much the exception.26 The Deaf gaze is clearly outward toward majority culture, in-

dicating an inability to conceive of their own lives as valid cultural material for art.

It is perhaps noteworthy that the Deaf cultural forms to survive relatively intact, 

such as storytelling, are those that do not require interaction with majority society art-

form concepts. But in the UK even today many of the best storytellers and comedians, 

usually “strong Deaf” community members, lack confi dence in their own skills and do 

not believe those who praise them. This contrasts with others who are more English-

orientated, with less impressive signing skills, but who take the lead in any domains 

concerning formal theatrical art.

Deaf Cultures and Colonized/Minority Cultures

Although I identify Deaf Cultures as colonized cultures, I posit also that certain Deaf cul-

tural patterns suggest that a new concept of minority cultures can be developed. Space 

does not permit a detailed exploration, but the essence of the concept lies in the fact 

that members of minority cultures have to deal with enculturation into two unequal 

cultures, whereas members of majority cultures have only the one to contend with. One 

key aspect of this process is bipolar tension for minority members—between resistance 

to or compliance with that majority culture. This process plays itself out constantly on 

many levels—within individuals in everyday situations, within groups of those indi-

viduals, and indeed across the whole range of both minority and majority cultural do-

mains. In the absence of conscious, formal examination of these relationships, minority 

cultural members contend with what Bhabha has termed hybridity, an existential con-

dition containing a mixture of characteristics of both cultures without a clear under-
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standing of how these processes work upon us and within us.27 Thus the idea that we 

might fi nd Deafhood in a clearly comprehended biculturality is not as yet explored, let 

alone understood.

Internationalist Aspects of Deafhood

However, one site in which we can locate some of the deepest manifestations of Deaf-

hood is on the international level, remembering that this was a key theme in the nine-

teenth-century scenarios described earlier. On that level, for maximum communicative 

effectiveness, signed discourse must be kept as visually clear, as “pure” as possible. If 

one uses too many features that are specifi c to one’s own national culture, communi-

cation breaks down. Linguistic examples of these are fi ngerspelling and much of one’s 

own national sign vocabulary, while ethnocentric examples of names and concepts 

from one’s own culture also have to be watched for and guarded against.

In setting aside one’s own two national cultures in this way, one enters what has 

been characterized elsewhere in postmodernist writing as a Temporary Autonomous 

Zone.28 In these settings, one’s national identity begins a process of “enlarging” itself 

into a transnational commonality of Deafhood. As yet we know very little in the formal 

sense about this phenomenon, although we are aware that the remarkable syntactic 

similarities between sign languages is a crucial factor. It is possible to understand such 

linguistic similarities as implying a set of deeper existential similarities; if languages do 

indeed shape our thinking processes, then it is possible to recognize powerful similar-

ities within Deaf people from different nations. Moreover we can factor in other sets 

of similarities, Deaf peoples’ existential living situations in audist and oralist societies, 

which also enable them to relate to each other across international boundaries.

In considering this construction, we should note another key linguistic feature. 

Sign linguistics, in what we might term the “fi rst wave” of Deaf Studies, concentrated 

on identifying how sign languages displayed linguistic equivalents of spoken language 

features, an inevitable fi rst step toward validation and thus decolonization. However, 

if we are to progress further, a formal move toward identifying the differences between 

signed and spoken languages (especially the positive powers within signed languages) 

is necessary if we are to delineate the full dimensions of the Deafhood experience. 

Nineteenth-century Deaf writers wrote of sign languages as an art rather than a sci-

ence, making reference to the plasticity of the language, its unique mutability. It is this 

plasticity that engages with the syntactic similarities to enable communication beyond 

national cultures.

This potential cannot be fully realized unless one leaves behind the national culture 

and reaches within into a “Deaf place” that exists beyond them. In this respect, there-

fore, it is possible to identify that deep “Deaf place” as being the repository of an equally 

deep Deafhood. If internationalist Deafhood is properly researched, it may well be that, 

in years to come, the genius of sign language may be appreciated for its underpinning 

of the remarkable feelings of global citizenship that can be felt in the “new” dimension 

of transnational Deaf interaction. And to reiterate, it was precisely this internationalist 

dimension that fuelled the Deafhood principles developed by the Paris Banquets.
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Specifi c National and Continental Deafhoods

Comparative Deaf cultural research has barely begun, but there are extensive unre-

corded Deaf discourses around such themes. Some of the themes I have noted indi-

cate that much of this discourse is ethnocentric. Thus one hears from Europeans that 

“American Deaf people are not really [behaving] Deaf. At international gatherings they 

do not mix, and their communication remains fi rmly within American Sign Language 

(ASL). They seem to be Americans fi rst and Deaf second.” Deaf Americans on the other 

hand observe that European Deaf people seem to be more “oral,” and as a consequence 

somehow less “Deaf.”

Such comments suggest that both sets of Deaf people construct the meaning of 

“Deaf” differently. Rather than become compelled to concur with either perspective, 

we can utilize the Deafhood concept to posit that the Deafhood of each Deaf nation is 

constructed around different cultural priorities. Thus to the Deaf foreigner visiting the 

United States, the most obvious cultural difference is a greater “Deaf pride,” a greater 

self-belief and confi dence in the idea that “Deaf people can do anything but hear.” The 

foreigner who stays for any length of time knows that continued exposure to this experi-

ence results in a feeling of internal Deaf growth, a larger Deafhood developing.

A major priority within American Deafhood is the much greater appreciation of 

“good signing” or “beautiful signing,” which is so extensive that people can become 

Deaf leaders to some extent simply because they are powerful signers. By contrast, this 

feature is a very low priority within UK Deafhood. One effect of this priority is that many 

young Deaf Americans work hard to improve their signing skills, possibly in accordance 

with nationally understood models. Another effect is that Deaf signing art has many 

more skilled formal and semiformal practitioners, in poetry, storytelling, cabaret, the-

atre, and so on. Clearly for Deaf Americans, the deeper one’s ASL skills, the deeper one’s 

Deafhood.

Returning to the international gatherings, the observations of the non-Americans 

can now be interpreted as a belief that for their own Deaf nations, their Deafhood is 

based on acting out their identity as global Deaf people—in effect their commitment 

to the global Deaf world. This is clearly not a cultural priority for most Deaf Americans. 

Such beliefs of course involve ranges and degrees of meaning, for some European Deaf 

people have opined that British Deaf people are not that different from Americans in 

resisting immersion into international Deafhood.

Further examples can be found in the political arena, in which it appears that Deaf 

Americans have little involvement. The Gallaudet Deaf President Now campaign of 1988 

was almost a one-off, in that direct action has rarely been subsequently utilized, in con-

trast to numerous other Deaf nations.29 It would seem that U.S. Deafhood is not strongly 

linked to political action.

This stands in contrast with the UK and much of Deaf Europe, where national strug-

gles, including marches to obtain offi cial recognition of sign languages, are a signifi -

cant feature of the cultural landscape. There, Deafhood seems to be much more closely 

linked to political service to the community, and the quality of one’s signing skills (or 

school background) can become secondary to what else one can bring to the struggle.
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We know from Philip and elsewhere that American Deaf cultural values were once 

centered on active work for and responsibilities to the local community, through the 

Deaf clubs.30 At one time, therefore, it seems that both U.S. and UK Deafhoods were 

similar in this respect. In the UK the pattern still continues in the present day, but in 

the United States there appears to be a growing infl uence from the majority culture of a 

belief in individualism and certain patterns of status, rather than the older models that 

either stressed or paid lip service to Deafhood concepts of equality and community. 

Thus, to give one simple example, it appears that if in the United States one is born to 

a Deaf family, one inherits a “cultural crown.” In the UK the same offspring still have to 

earn their cultural capital by working hard to serve the Deaf (club) community. Again 

these can be read as different types of Deafhood—the latter being focused on the idea 

of individuals having to work to achieve Deafhood, and the former almost seeing Deaf-

hood as an inscribed status.

Another example is the European Deafhood prioritizing of the struggle for sign lan-

guage TV programming. In the United States, the equivalent battle is only for English 

captions. One might ask with mock innocence whether this means that all Deaf people 

in the United States can read English unproblematically. Since this is clearly not the 

case then it would appear that in Europe Deafhood cannot (or will not) countenance 

the idea of taking action that does not include all sign language monolinguals—another 

manifestation of the strength of the cultural feature of collectivism. By contrast one ei-

ther labels the U.S. practice as elitist or, using the Deafhood concept, posits that U.S. 

Deafhood gives a lower priority to these kinds of collectivist beliefs.

The observations above represent just the beginnings of what might be learned 

about Deafhood through cross-cultural research, and we can anticipate that these ten-

tative conclusions will be greatly refi ned in the years to come.

Deafhood and the Future of Deaf Studies

The opportunity in this volume to reevaluate Deaf Studies, to assess its development 

since its inception twenty-odd years ago, and to suggest future directions for its devel-

opment is not only timely, but indeed somewhat overdue. I will apply the principles uti-

lized above to such an initial analysis.

One can begin by observing the contrast between “Deaf Studies,” that is, the do-

mains of Deaf communities, culture, arts, and history, and the other discourse domains 

around the Deaf experience, namely sign linguistics, education, mental health, and so-

cial welfare.31 Each of the latter (which traditionally are constructed as existing “for” 

rather than “of” “the Deaf”) are characterized by international journals, formal bodies, 

national and international conferences, and semiformal Internet groupings.

By contrast, with the exception of Deaf history, Deaf Studies itself exhibits almost 

none of these characteristics. There are no journals, formal bodies, or international con-

ferences. (There has never been a conference on “Deaf Cultures,” for example.) More-

over, the only regular national conference, organized from 1991 to 2001 by Gallaudet 

University, produced a wealth of thought and data in its postconference publications, 

yet remained virtually unknown throughout much of the United States and abroad. 
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Such an apparently low status is refl ected in the proceedings themselves being pub-

lished, not by the main arm of the Gallaudet University Press, but by the now defunct 

College of Continuing Education. Moreover it appears that this consequent lack of rec-

ognition and respect has actually led not only to the cessation of publication from 1997, 

but the demise of the conferences themselves.32 By contrast, the other domains above 

go from strength to strength.

The signifi cance of this contrast is that Deaf Studies represents the only site where 

the collective experience of Deaf persons and Deaf nations can gather together to form 

a systematic refl exive praxis, without which decolonialism cannot take place. The strik-

ing differences between the two sets of domains thus refl ect the extent to which colo-

nialism still holds sway above and within Deaf Studies.

Yet, as with other minority studies, it is the task of Deaf Studies to formally estab-

lish Deaf and Deafhood epistemologies and ontologies, based on traditionally under-

stood “Deaf Ways,” yet sensitive to the degree to which these themselves have been 

diminished by colonialism. Such work cannot be achieved by our present levels of 

self-understanding as expressed within the extant literature—considerable research 

into Deaf communities is required to identify those epistemologies and ontologies. 

Thus it is at precisely this point that we can come to realize and belatedly appreciate the

signifi cance of the sheer paucity of research into Deaf communities themselves.

It is perhaps no coincidence that numerous participants in Deaf Studies discourses 

have in the last few years been decrying the lack of epistemological progress within the 

discipline, for that lack of progress precisely correlates with that absence of research. To 

some extent this is because we Deaf scholars, few in number because we are the fi rst 

generation to emerge from what I have termed the oralist holocaust,33 have had to deal 

with numerous other struggles toward decolonization in other domains, not least in 

resisting the considerable neocolonialist backlash of the past decade (as manifested in 

the spread of oralist mainstreaming and cochlear implant experimentation). It is also 

exacerbated by the colonial relationship as manifested in the institutionalized discrimi-

nation of academia—the immense barriers imposed with respect to obtaining research 

funding, and the lack of career paths within Deaf Studies. And it has been prolonged 

also because the other domains named earlier, such as education, mental health, and 

sign linguistics, have formed a signifi cant proportion of what we understand by “Deaf 

Studies.”

We need to understand that the vast majority of the work produced in those do-

mains still casts Deaf communities as the object of the gaze. This is itself a pattern inher-

ited from colonialism and raises the question as to whether large areas of Deaf Studies 

itself are in fact sites of neocolonialism. Work on Deaf Culture, arts, community, and 

history generally posits Deaf peoples as subject. And decolonization cannot be achieved 

until the subject replaces the object.

During my decade-long examination of Deaf Culture and Deafhood, it has become 

clear to me that it is culture and language that are the epistemological “core” of the col-

lective Deaf subject. It has often been said that sign languages alone form that core, but 

in fact recognition of the languages without the culture can actually lead to a subversion 

of Deaf community beliefs.

To give one example. When sign languages were linguistically recognized and the 
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basis for bilingual education established, many Deaf people thought that radical change, 

as opposed to piecemeal liberal reform, would inevitably follow. What has happened in-

stead is that sign languages have been relegated to the status of “educational tools,” in 

order that (consciously or unconsciously) non-Deaf teachers and administrators could 

justify their continued control of the deaf education system.

The threat to colonialism that lies within Deaf cultural recognition is that along with 

the language comes collective cultural ways of seeing, being, thinking, and strategizing. 

These form a profound basis upon which, for example, a deaf child–centered educa-

tion system can be constructed, one that explictly rears the children to take their place 

primarily within their own language community, while equipping and encouraging the 

children to operate from this center to achieve in majority society also. And although all 

cultures, like all languages, are objectively equal in value, minority cultures often have 

an iron-clad case in asserting the primacy of their own cultural values in rearing their 

own children.

To formally recognize Deaf Culture therefore immediately calls time on non-Deaf 

colonial administrations, not just in education, but in Deaf welfare services, in medi-

cal and political domains, in Deaf television, in Deaf organizations, and in the acad-

emy. Such change can be delayed if research into Deaf communities is left unfunded, 

because it is precisely this next phase of research that will inform the paradigm shift 

needed to attain decolonization.

To continue the previous example, until Deaf educational personnel are formally 

observed in daily practice, interviewed to enable them to express their understanding 

of the rationales by which they operate and the problems they observe with non-Deaf 

educational strategies, and the consequent results published and disseminated widely, 

we are not yet properly engaged with decolonizing praxis. More than that, it must be 

fi rmly understood that such research must move beyond individualism to seek the col-

lective cultural commonality that lies within this praxis. In the absence of such research 

we fi nd the discourse still limited to theoretical cliches such as “Deaf role models” and 

a concept of “bilingual education” where the bicultural dimension is almost completely 

ignored and where each Deaf staff member must struggle on alone, operating chiefl y 

from their own intuition, often on a lower or a nonteaching grade, and frequently with-

out professional respect.34

Similar patterns can be found right across the colonized professions. This brings us 

back to Deaf Studies once more and the apparent paradox that the very area of research 

that is most needed, research into Deaf community and culture, is the very area that has 

the least formal academic discourse, as we have described earlier.

Deaf Studies and Minority Studies

These patterns can be more easily understood by a comparison with other minority 

studies. Most of these were founded and administered by minorities themselves. More-

over each discipline was consciously conceived as a central plank of the liberation strat-

egy for their “community.”35 By contrast, Deaf Studies was and is run primarily by non-

Deaf academics.

Even where Deaf academics are in pole position, there has been very little thought 
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given to the question of decolonization per se. The rationale, priority, or fi nancial im-

perative they have inherited in most institutions is one of training non-Deaf people to 

become professionals in the Deaf domain, and there is little time or space to refl ect 

upon how this situation might be changed.

A similar pattern could be observed in Gallaudet University’s own resistance to es-

tablishing a Deaf Studies department; there was for years a very tangible fear that this 

would somehow bring together the most “radical” of Deaf faculty and by implication 

threaten the colonial control over the rest of the university.

Anti-intellectualism, Colonialism, and Deaf Studies

Classic radical decolonization strategies conceive of the newly emerging nation as a ho-

listic entity, holding the entire society within their gaze, and from that position conceive 

of policies that will remove the negative effects of colonialism and replace them with 

cultural values and beliefs that they consider central to their precolonized societies.36 In 

so doing, a refl exive praxis that identifi es the place of the intellectual classes in relation 

to other classes is established. This may manifest conservatively in that it seeks to main-

tain class divisions in its ruling policies, or radically as in the fi eld of Subaltern Studies. 

But for both, social analysis and historical awareness are central motivating forces that 

impel their policies and actions. The danger that exists for Deaf Studies entering decolo-

nization is that, without such refl exivity, it may continue to replicate inherited oppres-

sive patterns from colonialism.

The simplest example that can be offered from Deaf cultural study is that of indi-

vidualism and collectivism. Deaf Cultures are increasingly being recognized as among 

the world’s 70 percent collectivist cultures.37 However, most Western Deaf Cultures op-

erate within individualist cultures. The temptation for the Deaf academic is therefore to 

pledge intellectual allegiance to the latter rather than the former. This combined with the 

ahistoric stance of individualism can result in a disregard for a Deaf community concept 

that recognizes traditional social classes. In the present time this stance is most often 

manifested as a belief that, since the traditional Deaf club-and-school cultural basis is 

rapidly declining, examination of the tradition in a postmodern era is of little value.

This form of postmodern individualism with its reduced valuation of collectivism as 

a daily praxis thus enshrines an academic elitism in which the everyday lives of groups 

of subaltern Deaf people are seen as deserving of little attention. However, a Deaf Stud-

ies that cuts itself off from its roots, that is content to teach and market a simple model 

of historicity, is a culture in danger of continuing to reify only the external struggles with 

the non-Deaf world, unable to describe what Raymond Williams calls the “smell and 

taste” of a culture—the internal cultural life full of grit and grime, the blood, sweat, and 

tears of the daily struggle, as well as its triumphs.

It is precisely the blandness of this “whitebread” diet that lies unrecognized at the 

root of the dissatisfactions felt by some Deaf Studies practitioners. A simple comparison 

with Black Studies may be useful here. By valuing black history and the everyday details 

of survival, suffering, and joy, by embracing rather than hiding from the several con-

troversial historical dimensions of black life, whether these be the liberal/conservative 
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discourses of black churches, the contrasting traditions of Booker T. Washington and 

W. E. B. Dubois, the “house nigger-fi eld nigger” discourses, or the range of competing 

modernist discourses from black conservatism to black Muslims to the radical/Panther 

wings, and by tracing the historical traditions of black arts, African American communi-

ties have emphasized the concept of soul, so that participation in a Black Studies course 

brings just such a grittiness of smell and taste, blood, sweat, and tears of joy into episte-

mological awareness.

The oralist colonization of Deaf communities has been focused on a sustained at-

tempt to sever the intergenerational lineage. However this is not unique to them; the 

same patterns were enacted not just on African Americans but on First Nation tribes. 

What has been noticeable in the case of the latter is that when the process of decoloni-

zation has begun, their fi rst concern is to locate their historical traditions and cultures. 

They have not given priority to theories about their contemporary postmodern exis-

tence; rather they sense a deeper need for their peoples’ psychic health that can only be 

met by regenerating as much of their precolonized belief systems as is possible.38

Deaf Studies, Deaf Ontologies, and Deafhood

Perceptions of the psychic health of a colonized people as a crucial element in true de-

colonization have led to in-depth investigations of their philosophies, spiritualities, and 

religions originating from their own cultures. It is noticeable within Deaf Studies that 

such ontological dimensions have been more or less ignored.39 Indeed it would be true 

to say that, unlike other minority studies, Deaf Studies remains largely unaware of these 

dimensions, whether stemming from the present day or the preoralist past, as in the 

Deafhood principles of the Paris Banquets. This too can be attributed to the colonial 

process that has turned the Deaf gaze outward. If Deaf Studies is to make a meaningful 

contribution to decolonization, it must extend its gaze to these ontological dimensions 

both past and present.

Ironically the emergence of the genetic engineering movement suggests that in the 

near future both Deaf communities and Deaf Studies will be placed in a position where 

the value of the continued existence of Deaf peoples will come under question, and 

justifi cation for that existence will be demanded. Deaf Studies may well be compelled 

to embrace the ontological dimensions of Deaf existence in order to locate a basis for 

that justifi cation. In so doing, we may well fi nd that locating precolonialist ontologies, 

such as the Deafhood principles of the Paris Banquets, and exploring their present-day 

manifestations are necessary for the survival of Deaf communities and thus Deaf Stud-

ies itself.
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 3. The Deaf Convert Culture and Its Lessons 
  for Deaf Theory

F R A N K  B E C H T E R

In this  chapter , I suggest an integrated conception of Deaf Studies, animated by 

the overarching pursuit of “deaf public voice.”1 I argue that deaf public voice is vital to 

the discipline, not merely a worthy goal.

Two narrative genres orient the chapter: personifi cation stories and ABC stories.2

Most fundamentally, they suggest a view of deaf culture based on the inherent intersec-

tion of deaf and nondeaf worlds, a view that departs from the classic anthropology of 

“autonomous” cultures. While the classic view has underwritten the emergence of Deaf 

Studies, I show that it does not refl ect the logic of these genres, an impressive logic from 

the standpoint of critical social theory. The genres frame “deaf life” in terms of relative 

constraints and relative recognition, not in terms of autonomous properties. They sug-

gest a theory of “voice.”

Building on this, the genres thus help to model Deaf Studies. “Subalternity,” they 

teach, is no fl uke of oversight but rather a direct product of accepted values, pursuits, 

and modes of thinking, very likely one’s own. To understand deaf disenfranchisement is 

not to see a mere glitch of history, easily remedied with a call for recognition; rather, it 

is to see the logical outcome of an overall social-discursive orientation, a system whose 

material and ideological character are interwoven. Indeed, even standing on the public 

stage is not enough. For deaf life truly to be heard there (for a subaltern voice truly “to 

speak” and no longer be subaltern), the very terms of discourse on that stage — its very 

“alphabet” — would need to be transformed. Deaf Studies should strive to be a producer 

of theory, rather than a consumer of it — to penetrate contemporary discourse at its fun-

damentals, in both content and form.

“Deaf Culture”

“Deaf Culture” is sometimes used as a synonym for “the deaf community” — as in “I’m 

a part of Deaf Culture.” In what follows, however, I use the phrase “deaf culture” in the 

sense of asking, “In what way does the world make sense to deaf signers? In what terms 

is it intelligible?” In such a reckoning, we are of course concerned with what signers say 

and consciously value, but we are more concerned with principles that can be inferred 

from what signers do, though these principles may never be spoken of directly. Thus, 

when anthropologists talk of “culture,” they are concerned with a level of social reality 

that is, by defi nition, relatively unavailable to conscious refl ection.
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Deaf Storytelling as a First Principle of Deaf Theory

ASL storytelling and poetry may seem to contribute to Deaf Studies merely by rounding 

out the picture of the deaf signing community as “a cultural community,” i.e., a commu-

nity with the categories of folk expression that all cultural communities are said to have, 

along with all other expected traits. Thus, as a deaf undergraduate at the University of 

Virginia recently commented, “Deaf culture is a culture like any other, and it has its own 

language. There are poetry and stories, but it’s signed, not written.”3 In this way of view-

ing things, deaf narrative analysis might be regarded as a secondary concern in Deaf 

Studies, of interest to those with a special taste for the artistic side of deaf life, but sec-

ondary to more pressing issues of “deaf politics.” However, I would like to suggest that 

deaf narrative analysis lies at the very core of Deaf Studies, grounding all other political 

considerations, and therefore provides the logic by which Deaf Theory can be elabo-

rated and, indeed, by which Deaf Studies can understand itself.

When one looks at the signing community in the abstract, one thing seems central: 

most signers are not born to signers. One might say, therefore, that the deaf community 

is a community of “converts,” at least in large part. Hence, whatever is true of the “cul-

ture” of this social collective — i.e., whatever is true of deaf signers’ practical orientation 

to the world and the unconscious principles of categorization that underlie this orien-

tation — must presumably relate in some way to this unorthodox pattern of socializa-

tion. Also, movement from the hearing world to the Deaf World is not a one-time affair, 

where all ties are cut. Far from it. Despite early isolation in hearing homes, deaf signers 

maintain profound, albeit confl icted, ties to their nondeaf families and to nondeaf soci-

ety. Indeed, all deaf signers participate in multiple mainstream cultural forms (e.g., they 

enjoy mainstream books, magazines, television, movies, electronic games, the Inter-

net, restaurants, parades, etc.). Thus, it seems clear that “deaf cultural consciousness” 

does not exist autonomously (certainly, it would be diffi cult to explain how it could), 

but rather is constituted in pervasive contact with nondeaf ways of understanding the 

world. Indeed, this is a world of which deaf signers are still a part.

I study deaf culture through the lens of deaf narratives. That is, I study the way a 

particular “worldview” — a basic intuition of the natural order of things — is reproduced 

through deaf narrative practices. Before giving details, let me jump ahead to several key 

conclusions, and then I’ll backtrack and explain.

Above, I said that the deaf signing community is a community of converts, “at least 

in large part.” But let me go further than that. The stronger claim is that deaf culture is 

about conversion. That is, far from being “a culture like any other,” deaf culture is what 

we might call a convert culture, with narrative forms that function differently than those 

of most cultures with which we are familiar. By speaking of a deaf “convert culture,” I 

do not mean that all deaf signers come to the community from outside it, but rather 

that the culture itself (the worldview itself) is “conversionary,” and, as such, all signers 

in the cultural community engage in inherently conversionary forums that reproduce 

this worldview. These forums cannot be viewed as mere conduits through which one 

comes to the signing community and never looks back. Rather, they are the stuff of deaf 

cultural life itself, and hence are always in play, most particularly through narrative/dis-
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cursive practices. Before clarifying, let me add another major claim: in the deaf cultural 

worldview, the world is made of deaf lives. The task of deaf narratives, or perhaps of deaf 

culture itself, is “to see deaf lives” when others — even one’s deaf friends — do not.

On Seeing the Invisible: Personifi cation Stories

Everyone knows, of course, that signers tell stories about their lives, and about other 

deaf people’s lives. And, indeed, the particulars of such stories are signifi cant in under-

standing how deaf society is constituted as a cultural community, and what a “deaf life” 

really seems to mean. However, the logic of “deaf lives” is best illustrated with “personi-

fi cation stories.”

The most impressive personifi cation story I have ever seen is Paul Johnston’s “The 

Pinball,” which he performed at the TISLR conference in 1998.4 Indeed, this story’s title 

suggests the principle of the genre as a whole. In this unique deaf narrative form, the 

signer’s head plays the role of a sentiently rendered ball or other object trapped inside a 

totalizing system, such as a pinball game, to whose violent vicissitudes it is subject. In a 

word, personifi cation stories are “subaltern” stories — by which I mean, following Gaya-

tri Spivak’s famous characterization,5 that personifi cation stories feature protagonists 

who fundamentally “cannot speak.” Thus, the pinball. While the story’s protagonist has 

feelings, nonetheless it has not been given hands — and hence cannot sign, cannot speak 

for itself or protest its plight. Nor can the pinball control its own destiny in any way, hav-

ing no limbs. It is a locus of systematic abuse, subalternity personifi ed.

Indeed, the pinball does not even realize that it is a pinball — that the forces impact-

ing it are, in fact, part of a coherent, purposeful system in which it plays the most un-

lucky role. Neither do narrators state this. Personifi cation stories are generally not intro-

duced, and so it is the task of the audience to discern these facts — to grasp the external 

logic that gives sense to the series of representations. “Aha! It is a pinball,” audience 

members realize. And to some, the comedy’s never-stated lesson is clear: it is not good 

to be a pinball. Indeed, that the lesson is not stated is intrinsic to the genre’s cultural 

function. Seeing deaf lives when they are pointed out is easy; what is essential, rather, is 

seeing deaf lives “when others do not.”

Note that deaf signers are not, in principle, opposed to the game of pinball. We’ll fi nd 

no deaf picket lines at pinball arcades. Deaf signers, just like hearing people, may very 

much enjoy pinball, and the genre’s conversionary lesson depends on this. What the 

genre teaches is that for every system — even cherished systems that “no one would ever 

dream of opposing” — there is always a radically disenfranchised position upon which 

that system mechanically depends. Since systems can be found everywhere, this logic 

corresponds to the notion that “the world is made of deaf lives,” as well as to our hypoth-

esis that deaf cultural consciousness is constituted in pervasive contact with the non-

deaf world, and with nondeaf ways of understanding the world.

That is, the subject matter of Johnston’s story is not taken from an autonomous 

realm where deaf culture is constituted by its own private mythical elements. To the 

contrary, personifi cation stories refer to elements in the nondeaf world, revealing lives 

that are “invisible” there. It is in this sense that we see the “conversionary” nature of the 
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worldview itself. Elements of the dominant interpretive framework (e.g., the compelling 

dazzle of pinball) are converted, “fl ipped” — reinterpreted as defi ning (and hence reveal-

ing) lives of radical subalternity.

Indeed, this narrative genre sheds new light on the meaning of “deaf” and “non-

deaf.” In the Live at SMI series, for example, Mary Beth Miller brilliantly construes ASL 

itself as an oppressive system that her left (nondominant) hand suddenly refuses to par-

ticipate in.6 What is deaf becomes a relative phenomenon, a question of how one sees 

the systematicity of the world, not of how various elements in the world are indepen-

dently sorted.

Johnston’s pinball story is a simple story in principle, but it reveals a dynamic of deaf 

storytelling that is highly relevant to the formulation of Deaf Theory. Personifi cation sto-

ries are a native mode of ontological critique. They are exercises in ontological critique 

for the sake of ontological critique itself. They are, in other words, “studies” — études — in 

seeing and valuing the world differently, and in narrating lives that cannot speak for 

themselves. (Of course, they are also études in particular signing skills, a key dimension 

of analysis that space does not permit me to address.) What seems to be important is 

not pinballs, golf balls, coffee cups, or 747s themselves, but rather the ability to under-

stand and relate to, and ultimately give voice to, these objects’ particular kind of posi-

tion in the world, and to do so in front of others with great thoroughness and skill. (Does 

the narrator really, really know . . . what it’s like to be deaf?)

Transcending Constraints: The Pinball’s Opposite

I have used the notion of “deaf lives” to describe that aspect of the world that personi-

fi cation stories convey, but certainly there are deaf lives out there that are not so utterly 

disenfranchised as this — no? Indeed, we can better understand the notion of deaf lives 

employed here by looking at the best-known genre of deaf storytelling, the “ABC story,”7

which I doubt anyone has ever compared to a personifi cation story. However, the tight 

relation of these two forms can be seen by reference to the notions I have thus far in-

troduced. Personifi cation stories and ABC stories are, in fact, both études (studies) and 

defi ne two extreme poles of deaf life. The genres are exact opposites. But to see this, we 

must understand the genres in social-theoretical terms — that is, in terms of their role in

deaf sociocultural reproduction — so that we feature not only the story in our analysis, 

but also the storyteller and the audience.

If the pinball is the protagonist of the personifi cation story, then who is the protago-

nist of the ABC story? What drama is the audience paying attention to? Interestingly, it is 

none other than the ABC storyteller him- or herself whose predicament is featured for 

audience appreciation. Like the pinball, the ABC storyteller faces constraints; but, un-

like the pinball, the ABC storyteller penetrates and masters these constraints. Indeed, 

he or she seems even to make these constraints “disappear.” It is the audience’s task to 

realize the constraints are there; which is to say, it is audience members’ task to realize 

they have just witnessed a “deaf life” in action.

The ABC storyteller’s constraints are the arbitrary shapes of the manual alphabet 

and their strict arbitrary order, and he or she transcends these constraints in two key 
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ways. First, like an audience member viewing a personifi cation story, the ABC story-

teller recognizes the deaf life trapped within the manual alphabet (life made invisible by 

a dominant interpretive framework). “B is for door,” as Ben Bahan once concisely put 

it to me. That is, the storyteller steps outside of a particular “nondeaf” way of viewing 

things and is enlightened, demonstrating the conversionary epiphany that all deaf audi-

ences are enjoined to experience. But, beyond this, the ABC storyteller actually liberates 

these deaf lives, and can do so precisely because he or she has hands and knows how to 

“speak” with them.

Thus, whereas the pinball is confi ned within a game, the ABC storyteller is outside 

of the game and able to engage with it at will. Whereas the pinball is alone, without the 

deaf community, the ABC storyteller is the center of attention, the veritable defi ning 

point of the deaf community. And whereas the pinball does not know who it is, the ABC 

storyteller knows exactly who he or she is.

From a certain perspective, the entire deaf community is one big pinball trapped 

within a game it didn’t design. And how is this pinball to liberate itself? The answer, of 

course, is that it must grow arms and legs, wrench its way out of the machine, fi nd an 

audience for itself on the public stage, and then speak and be heard. Or, to put it an-

other way, it must create a new kind of storytelling game for the public stage where it 

itself becomes the ABC storyteller. The brilliance of a personifi cation story — the degree 

to which it is a good example of the genre — lies in the degree to which the storyteller 

captures the full mechanical operation and rationale of the environment in which the 

protagonist is trapped. This, presumably, is precisely the goal of Deaf Studies — inter-

rogating, for example, the foundations and operations of audist institutions, but going 

far beyond this, as well, to grasp the logic and force of all systems in which deaf people’s 

lives are implicated, such as the deep and multifaceted logic of the parent-child bond in 

mainstream American culture.

After hearing my analysis of personifi cation stories, Dirksen Bauman brought a very 

interesting Peter Cook story to my attention, a variation on this genre. Perhaps taking Gil 

Eastman’s masterful story “The Tree” (from the Green Book series) as his starting point,8

Cook fi gures a tree as the protagonist. But, strangely in this case, the tree manages to 

jump out of the ground to avoid being felled by an ax. This, of course, foregrounds the 

premise of the genre by defying that premise. Pinballs — by their nature — can’t escape 

their mechanical trappings. Trees by their nature can’t jump from the ground. They are 

rooted there. But the brilliance of the genre, and particularly of this recent variation 

(and I could cite several similar variations; take, for instance, Mary Beth Miller’s per-

formance just mentioned), is that it puts the natural order of things into question. If the 

deaf community is a tree, then it needs to be one very interesting sort of tree. It needs to 

be able to dislodge itself from the roots that, by nature of a particular system, strap it in 

place where all of the lumberjacks roam.

The above is the barest sketch of my endeavors in deaf narrative analysis, and omits all 

mention of the methodological principles by which such analysis proceeds, as well as 

a plurality of generic divisions the analysis discloses.9 Nonetheless, I hope it conveys 
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the idea that the best starting point for Deaf Studies as a fi eld of critical inquiry — the 

best starting point for Deaf Theory — lies in foregrounding the conversionary logic of 

deaf culture itself. If Deaf Studies is a mode of cultural critique concerning deaf people’s 

place in the world, then, indeed, Deaf Studies is an outgrowth of deaf culture, a devel-

opment of deaf narrative’s logic. A major aim of Deaf Studies should be the cultivation, 

collection, cataloging, aesthetically effective translation, and ready distribution of deaf 

narrative materials.

In the following sections, building on the above, I explore several questions con-

cerning the general orientation of Deaf Studies and then work toward a specifi c pro-

posal for “Deaf Theory.” Oriented toward the problematics of achieving “voice,” the pro-

posal takes the real constraints of Deaf Studies as its starting point. Having mastery of 

constraints as its goal, the proposal envisions Deaf Studies as maximally responsive to 

the position of the deaf.

Why “Culture” and “Nature” Are Problematic Starting Points

A problem with studying deaf culture as a culture like any other is that this undermines 

the appeal of Deaf Studies to contemporary social theory. Cutting-edge fi elds of critical 

inquiry — feminist scholarship, gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgendered critique, disabil-

ity studies, or, indeed, contemporary anthropology — are not based on a valorization 

of culture, but rather on a critique of culture. (Not all culture is good, after all. Nor are 

all cultures necessarily good.) Consequently, it cannot be deaf culture for deaf culture’s 

sake that would enlist the involvement of critical scholarship, but rather the possibility 

that there is something particularly valuable or instructive about the content or the me-

chanics of deaf culture. If deaf culture’s equivalence to all other cultures is made a fi rst 

principle, this possibility is foreclosed.

Meanwhile, just as “culture” is a suspect category in contemporary social theory, so 

is the category of “nature.”10 Although “what’s natural” is often invoked in deaf political 

discourse, this is a problematic construct for Deaf Studies. While “it’s only natural” that

deaf people want to sign and socialize with signers, so too “it’s only natural” (someone 

might answer) that hearing parents want their children to speak the language of the 

family. The ground of nature is a theoretical impasse, leading not to critical engage-

ment, but rather to a practical stand-off between a small and unfunded coalition of 

deaf culture advocates, and a large, well-funded, and institutionally backed population 

of speech/hearing advocates. Making nature a fi rst principle does not provide a good 

ground for the expansion of Deaf Studies or for debaters in deaf politics. After all, is Deaf 

Studies willing to say that people should only do what’s natural?

Participants in 2002’s Deaf Studies Think Tank were presented with the sentence, 

“Deaf Theory magnifi es ____________,” and asked to fi ll in this blank. My previous dis-

cussion of deaf narratives suggests that Deaf Theory magnifi es issues of subalternity 

and “being-heard,” as well as issues of conversion. These terms highlight what the lit-

erary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin would call the “dialogism” of social life through which 

human beings are constituted as social “subjects.”11 Understanding social life dialogi-

cally, cultural inheritance is seen not as a seamless path, but rather as a path fashioned 
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by power and politics, and, in one way or another, marked by choices of whom to listen 

to. Issues of conversion and being heard are not constructs of nature, but rather con-

structs of subjectivity and citizenship.

The recent case of Sharon Duchesneau and Candace McCullough provides an illus-

tration.12 In this case (where a deaf lesbian couple brought two deaf children into the 

world with the help of a genetically deaf male friend), public debate has focused on the 

parent-child bond. Some say it’s natural for parents to want a baby that resembles them; 

others say its unnatural to impose deafness on a child. What has not come to the fore in 

this debate, however, is a question like, “What does it mean to be an American citizen?” 

“What does it mean to live in the land of the free, and the home of the brave?” Do those 

who oppose the couple’s decision (saying, for example, that they should be imprisoned) 

also oppose, in principle, the right of an American citizen to reproduce with whom he 

or she wants? By changing the debate to a debate on citizenship, it becomes possible to 

go on the offensive, rather than being forever on the defensive in an argument that one 

essentially cannot win. By instituting new terms to the debate — terms that have a claim 

on all citizens’ attention — it becomes possible to implicate those who are speaking in 

the debate. One doesn’t ask, “what is natural?” Rather, one asks, “Who are you and on 

what terms are you asking us (‘Americans’) to listen to you?”

Should Deaf Studies Abandon Universalism?

When we study deaf culture, we are said to learn about basic human needs, such as the 

need to socialize, to create art, to let off steam, or to interpret the world in a coherent 

way. This approach has been invaluable in the birth of Deaf Studies (challenging medi-

cal conceptions of the deaf) and is good as far as it goes. But, unfortunately, it really can’t 

go much further. Indeed, to the extent that deaf culture is modeled simply as “human 

culture,” this mitigates against any particular interest in it. (“Why look here, when we 

already know what we’ll fi nd?”)

Further, the universalist construction leads Deaf Studies scholars to marginalize 

those aspects of deaf culture that seem atypical, though these may be the most devel-

oped aspects of the culture, and the most interesting ones for scholars cross-discipli-

narily. Deaf families (clearly of key importance) are often foregrounded as the defi nition 

of deaf culture, and seen as the sole site for its study, ironically the places where the sign-

ing community’s viability is least at risk.

More critically, there is a sense in which “Deaf Culture,” under this conceptualiza-

tion, looks very much like hearing culture — that is, what hearing culture would look like 

if hearing people were deaf. While hearing people speak, deaf people sign; while hear-

ing people need a quiet place to talk, deaf people will talk in the kitchen where there’s 

light; while hearing people use cell phones and doorbells, deaf people use pagers and 

fl ashing lights. If not x, then x. Perhaps signing would help hearing people when scuba 

diving, but what seems particularly good about deaf culture, under this basic reckon-

ing, is that it is good for deaf people; there is no profound sense (under this reckoning) 

in which deaf culture is good for hearing people — good in principle rather than sim-

ply in adaptation. Consequently, while it does provide cautions against inappropriate 
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parental expectations and educational methods in the world as it is, this perspective 

achieves no real force, in principle, against the goal of curing deafness. “Sure, you can 

have your culture if you want it,” a hearing parent or a hearing scholar might say, “but I 

see no compelling reason that I should support it or hope for it to last, provided it’s not

necessary — provided, in short, that there are other ways to meet the deaf child’s basic 

human needs.”

The argument I have put forward concerning deaf narratives essentially makes the 

claim that there is something better about deaf culture, or particularly worthwhile about 

its study, some sense in which deaf people, by virtue of their culture (not by virtue of

their deafness), are fundamentally more enlightened than their hearing peers, funda-

mentally deeper thinkers. It is not simply that we learn something about ourselves as 

human beings from the deaf — rather, we learn about the nature of the world in which 

we live, the political world, a world we all need to learn about, not simply might enjoy 

learning about.

Similarly, if ASL is merely “just as good as” English, and ASL storytelling merely “lit-

erature for signers,” there is no deep sense in which these forms ought to be studied by 

the nondeaf. Perhaps they can be valued for diversity, but is there any sense in which in-

tellectually engaged world citizens would be better off knowing sign language? Because 

of the steep hill that Deaf Studies has to climb, it is well worth considering whether 

ASL and ASL storytelling mastery ought to be presented as, in some sense, more worth 

studying than other languages.

On the Virtues of “Critical Exchange”

Deaf people have long been told “who they are.” The notion of Deaf Studies engag-

ing with other disciplines, therefore — such as feminist studies or GLBT studies, as per 

the Think Tank’s design — may seem deeply problematic. Shouldn’t Deaf Studies be a 

bounded space where scholars can theorize without outside infl uence? As I see it, such 

a project, while promising in certain respects, would be unproductive as a total model 

for Deaf Studies. Indeed, investigation of markedly native forms such as deaf narra-

tive fi nds deaf identity being framed in dialogic relation to “nondeaf” forms. In light of 

this, a Deaf Theory making no reference to nondeaf discourse seems at odds with deaf 

culture.

Insofar as deaf people have long been told they are “disabled,” this makes exchange 

with Disability Studies seem especially suspect. Isn’t “the disability model” a thing of the 

past? Shouldn’t Disability Studies literature be eschewed in principle? While I believe 

that scholars of disability are correct to argue that this sentiment may follow from a mis-

conception of their fi eld (and, indeed, I favor consideration of disability politics in Deaf 

Studies), I believe that a deeper issue lies in conceptions of “critical exchange” itself.

Useful engagement with related discourses need not be based on identifi cation with 

them. Rather, critical exchange, as the name suggests, is in the fi rst instance “critical.” 

The ideal aim is not to borrow precrafted insights in order to apply them elsewhere, but 

rather to create them in the moment of critical encounter itself — to create them for both

fi elds, precisely because they are different. Perhaps this point can be illustrated with the 
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most contentious sort of example: a Disability Studies article that happened to be as-

signed to Think Tank participants.13

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson argues that “the disabled female fi gure occupies an 

intragender position; . . . she is not only defi ned against the masculine fi gure [because 

she is female], but [because she is disabled] she is imagined as the antithesis of the nor-

mative woman as well.”14 Garland-Thomson argues that this underlying logic motivates 

mainstream judgments of the disabled woman’s body as “asexual and unfeminine.”15

This is an elegant argument and seems to account for the absence of disabled women 

in popular media.

And yet, what happens if we apply this model to a film like Children of a Lesser 

God?16 The main character, Sarah, and her relation to the camera, is in fact radi-

cally “bodily” and sexual in character, perhaps far more so than female protagonists 

are often portrayed. Sexuality is a key plot element, with James’s attraction to Sarah 

being experienced by the audience as entirely intuitive, without need of explanation. 

Upon further refl ection, one begins to suspect that, far from being “the antithesis” of 

the eroticized Western female, the “deaf female fi gure” may well even hold a privileged 

position in this regard. Marlee Matlin didn’t simply play the part; she won the Oscar 

for it. Heather Whitestone became Miss America. That Maureen Amy Yates’s deaf sign-

ing body “IS BEAUTIFUL” could be straightforwardly announced on the cover of The

New York Times Magazine17 — thought-provoking, it would seem, only in its uncanny 

obviousness. (The magazine’s recent cover featuring Harriet McBryde Johnson in 

her wheelchair certainly makes no similar claim.)18 If these examples seem to refl ect 

only refi ned opinions, one might consider a Maxim article on “How to Pick Up a Deaf 

Chick”19 — a piece that is not fl attering to deaf women, but that fi ts, or even under-

scores, the feminist model of female sexual objectifi cation in terms of which Garland-

Thomson makes her argument.

These examples suggest that, while the deaf are ideologically construed as disabled, 

nonetheless, at a deeper (cultural) level, deaf people (at least deaf women) seem to oc-

cupy a very different sort of place in the mainstream mind, perhaps being even more 

female, as it were, than “the normative woman.” Pursuing this construction of deafness 

further, one fi nds that ASL itself is eroticized by hearing authors. In Leah Hager Co-

hen’s Train Go Sorry,20 one of the most popular outsider accounts of deafness (a New 

York Times “Notable Book of the Year”), Cohen construes her journey into sign language 

fl uency with her deaf teacher in sexual terms: “Threads that had previously bound my 

thoughts to the rigid, linear grid of English loosened and came undone; I began to trust 

what I could see. Tactile and explicit, with language passing like liquid between us, we 

engaged in uncommon communion.”21

Thus, by productive engagement with Disability Studies’ own theorizations of the 

cultural landscape, a principled distinction can be maintained between deaf signers 

and “the disabled.” To ignore Garland-Thomson’s paper is to ignore an open invitation 

to publish a related study — of considerable interest to several fi elds (feminism, criti-

cal gender, Disability Studies, anthropology) — that not only introduces a new range of 

questions to Deaf Studies, but also makes the very case that many Deaf Studies scholars 

champion.
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What Must Deaf Studies Be for It to Survive?

The long-term viability of Deaf Studies cannot be assumed. This distinguishes the dis-

cipline in an elemental way from feminist scholarship, African American Studies, GLBT 

critique, and even Disability Studies. What are the institutional preconditions of the sur-

vival of Deaf Studies? And in what way can Deaf Studies itself support or create them?

In what follows, I pursue an understanding of Deaf Studies as a material discursive 

formation. While the discipline’s material character might seem supplementary to ab-

stract formulations of “Deaf Theory,” I suggest that an intrinsic relation should bind the 

two. Unlike students in the above critical fi elds, Deaf Studies students are in no posi-

tion to sit back and take in the discipline’s primary and critical texts, since, by and large, 

these texts do not yet exist. I suggest, therefore, that the discipline’s curricular character 

should embrace this fact as its animating force. In as many ways as possible, students’ 

scholarly activities should generate Deaf Studies’ material requisites, which, ultimately, 

are the requisites of a viable deaf public voice.

The Constraints of Deaf Studies

In exploring the possibility of “Deaf Theory,” it makes sense to consider the constraints 

facing Deaf Studies, and then to conceptualize Deaf Theory within an entire Deaf Stud-

ies paradigm designed to penetrate and master these constraints. It is in this sense 

that Deaf Studies could be conceptualized as “a new kind of storytelling game,” spo-

ken of earlier, where the deaf signing community would now be “the ABC storyteller” 

at center stage. As with an ABC story, mastery would not consist of bowing at the altar 

of constraints and speaking in their language (one does not tell an ABC story by fi nger-

spelling), nor certainly could it consist of skipping letters whenever it is convenient. 

Rather, mastery would consist of penetrating and reconstituting the very logic of these 

constraints, and thereby teaching a higher-order language to all. The constraints of Deaf 

Studies seem to be of two major types.

First, Deaf Studies faces a discursive landscape that was not designed for it. The 

discourses of linguistics, anthropology, literary theory, literacy theory, multicultural-

ism, etc., are the very platforms for being seen and heard on the public stage; they are 

the “language” offered to Deaf Studies for writing itself. But, insofar as these discourses 

were designed for nondeaf people, and have evolved in harmony with nondeaf values, 

the story seems rigged from the start. Indeed, it is as if these discourses had been de-

signed specifi cally to exclude deaf signers — via major dumping-ground terms such as 

“gesture” and “disability” and discursive formats which, indeed, cannot even accom-

modate deaf expression.

Thus, even if Deaf Studies were to talk only to its friends, it could not entertain them 

by speaking in this language. Nor, in fact, can it claim the attention of critical scholar-

ship by doing so. When it merely consumes the defi ning logics of these discourses, log-

ics that make no real place for the deaf, Deaf Studies essentially fi gures itself as a spec-

tator in the language games of an alternate cultural tradition, rather than as a player or 

offi cial in them. While Deaf Studies cannot enter these discourses except by engaging 
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their forms (their “alphabet”) in some way, nonetheless it cannot tell its own story ex-

cept by giving these forms new content and inventing a new logic of their relation. If the 

deaf are to be heard for what they are, Deaf Studies must be a producer, not a consumer, 

of theory.

Second, as an institutional formation, Deaf Studies has the constraints of any aca-

demic discipline: (1) it must have “objects of study,” and, more specifi cally, materials

to study; (2) it must have students; (3) it must have places for those students to take 

classes; and (4) its students must receive jobs upon graduating — constraints that bear 

upon one another reciprocally. If the long-term viability of Deaf Studies “cannot be as-

sumed,” as stated above, it is because these basic preconditions of the discipline cannot 

be assumed.

Leaving aside the complex question of objects of study for the moment, we can 

consider the interrelation of a continuing supply of Deaf Studies students, places 

to teach Deaf Studies students, and places to hire Deaf Studies graduates. The Think 

Tank generating this volume, for example, was held at Gallaudet University, and this 

is where most deaf students in the discipline will be found. And yet, it is clear from re-

cent closings of deaf schools one after the other that the permanence of Gallaudet is 

by no means guaranteed. Gallaudet is mostly funded by taxpayers, only a very small 

percentage of whom are deaf signers. Thus, as with most signers being born to non-

deaf families, this is another major example of how the deaf signing community does 

not produce the institutions necessary for its own reproduction, a fact that belongs at 

the center of any Deaf Theory. Considering this, and considering that Gallaudet, deaf 

schools, and other similar institutions are major potential employers of Deaf Studies 

graduates, it would behoove Deaf Studies to include within its own curricular appa-

ratus a mechanism for engaging the nondeaf world (e.g., an ongoing seminar or think 

tank), functioning to ensure the vitality and support of institutions upon which it di-

rectly or indirectly depends.

But the issue runs deeper. After all, the existing deaf academy (Gallaudet, National 

Technical Institute for the Deaf, etc.) cannot possibly hire all of Deaf Studies’ top gradu-

ates — that is, those with mastery in “Deaf Theory.” These top graduates — if they are to 

have any real reason for studying Deaf Theory and developing its cutting edge — clearly 

must be hired at institutions of higher learning (either after graduating, or after gradu-

ating from PhD programs elsewhere); but the current deaf academy has only so many 

students to teach. Deaf Studies must therefore grow. Its institutional expansion, that is, 

is not simply a worthy goal, but rather a condition of viability.

This need for disciplinary expansion might be illustrated with the case of critical 

gender studies, a discourse that has permeated the humanities and social sciences, and 

whose scholars are hired at ever-increasing numbers of universities. Indeed, it is not 

that critical gender theory has been “added on” to time-honored disciplines such as an-

thropology — patted on the head and given a chair in the corner. Rather, it has changed 

these disciplines’ basic terms of discourse.

And yet, critical gender has depended on one key fact that Deaf Studies cannot. 

While advancing as a wave of insight, it has more crucially advanced as if upon a 
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wave. Essentially, critical gender theory’s principles are “in demand” at colleges and 

universities by force of a student body that is largely and increasingly comprised of 

its object population. Thus, a basic constraint of Deaf Theory is that, while it must ex-

pand, nonetheless it must do so without depending upon an academic system biased 

in its favor.

But there is luckily a third constraint facing Deaf Studies — one that is the antidote 

to the other two, and that has the advantage of being the most obvious object of the 

discipline. By this constraint I mean the realities of deaf cultural life. These realities are 

the best friends of Deaf Studies (one might say as an overarching theoretical principle) 

because they are, in fact, precisely what is recalcitrant to the “alphabet” — the ascendant 

theoretical paradigms — of the mainstream academy. Rather than steering clear of these 

theoretically problematic forms (forms that are readily investigable by empirical study), 

Deaf Studies should pursue them tenaciously.

Thus, as Lon Kuntze suggests in this volume: in order to understand deaf literacy, lit-

eracy theory itself must change. Kuntze’s argument, of course, is not that we must arbi-

trarily change a perfectly good literacy theory so that we can be nice to deaf kids. Rather, 

it is that literacy theory with respect to all kids is misconceived, and that we learn this 

by means of studying deaf literacy — deaf literacy for what it actually is. Or, if I may bor-

row terms from Tom Humphries’s discussion, it is not by “talking culture” but rather by 

letting deaf culture talk — that is, by investigating it empirically — that Deaf Studies can 

contribute valuable insights to anthropology, literary theory, linguistics, and a host of 

other fi elds.

Indeed, Deaf Studies’ investigations of ASL literary forms should certainly not fail 

to ask the most fundamental question: Is ASL literature “ASL”? One might consider, for 

example, whether personifi cation stories are “ASL.” Since in their most refi ned form, 

personifi cation stories include no linear syntax and no citation form signs, it is clear 

that linguistics has no tools to model this form. And yet the form is based entirely upon 

what signers routinely cite as defi nitive of ASL: classifi er expression, spatial regimenta-

tion, facial affect. Conversely, one might imagine producing an ASL literary form that, 

like an English novel, would match the bedrock principles of linguistic theory. This form 

would have no spatial regimentation, no classifi ers, no facial affect, and, very likely, no 

audience. Such a form is precisely what sign language storytellers avoid in construct-

ing a powerful narrative, and likewise what ASL teachers tell their students to avoid, de-

scribing such signing as “Englishy.” Calling sign language “language” is not the same as 

theorizing it as such from top to bottom — a task that can only require the theorization of 

language itself. Indeed, if champions of Universal Grammar are so keen on citing “ASL” 

by name, then let them come up to bat for it in all its substance.

Empirical realities, investigated rigorously, theorized forcefully, and published 

loudly, are Deaf Studies’ best friends because, when numbers are lacking, these are the 

only real weapons against ascendant modes of thought. In this sense, the goal should 

not be for Deaf Studies simply to tell its own story well, but rather to present this story 

as especially in need of telling. Everyone should want to tell the deaf story, so that they 

may better learn to tell their own.
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A Proposal for Deaf Theory

Following the above, Deaf Theory’s unifying logic can be modeled as the pursuit of deaf 

public voice. But to claim such a pursuit is immediately to beg the question: What would 

“deaf public voice” be? What should it consist of if it is truly to be a deaf public voice? 

This question can be answered only through ongoing discussion, but I suggest the fol-

lowing as fundamental:

First, deaf public voice would express what deaf signers value. It would not contort it-

self to fi t the value schemes of others, but rather, as a voice to be reckoned with, it would 

discover, claim, and convey that which is intrinsic to deaf value schemes. Meanwhile, it 

would be responsive to issues impacting the deaf, at center stage in any such discourse. 

Second, deaf public voice would consist, in very large part, of deaf people doing the talk-

ing (theorists, artists, and lay people) — a condition amply suggested by the NAD’s 1997 

monograph Who Speaks for the Deaf Community?22 And third, deaf public voice would 

reach a deaf audience — or else what would be the point? — while it would also reach a 

nondeaf audience (the larger, the better), lest the discourse not be institutionally conse-

quential; lest it, indeed, not be a “public” voice.

These conditions concern the content, context, speakers, and addressees of deaf 

voice, but what of its form? This is the heart of the issue. Supporting all of the above, a 

truly deaf public voice would consist, in very large part, of signed expression — literary, 

scholarly, and general registers. Clearly, in the very effort to champion the value of sign 

language, Deaf Studies cannot allow itself to become an instrument of sign language’s 

de facto suppression, an ultimate validation of the premise that “after all, it’s a hearing 

world.” English is clearly crucial for any deaf discourse in the public sphere, but no more 

crucial than richly constructed ASL there. Indeed, the goal is deeply practical: any lesser 

achievement of voice would radically inhibit not only the deaf community’s access to 

such discourse, but also the number of deaf signers who could produce it. ASL compo-

sition, and high standards thereof, should be the heart of Deaf Studies publication and 

academic practice, with the translation of ASL being likewise developed as a high art of 

the discipline — a high art of “deaf voice.”

Finally, a viable deaf public voice would require durable sign language materi-

als — primary and secondary text artifacts (e.g., literary works and critical discus-

sions) — that are widely available, very inexpensive, accessible to all, and aesthetically 

engaging, functioning to recruit deaf and nondeaf audiences. Indeed, without such texts 

being widely distributed and consumed (downloadable? on DVD?), a critical scholarly 

discourse on these objects would not be possible, or would essentially be meaningless. 

(One can hardly imagine foreword essays to classic novels being written without a sig-

nifi cant readership. Meanwhile, such essays themselves are text artifacts and thus cat-

alyze further discourse, further essays, and indeed further novels.) In terms of this, it 

makes sense to conceive of deaf public voice as developing over time, recruiting advo-

cates, scholars, and signers cumulatively in stages. It would begin in contexts where it is 

most invited—for example, the signing community itself, and in university ASL courses, 

where critical sign language essays to accompany canonical Deaf Studies texts would be 

cheered. Then, it would build from there.
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The obvious question, of course, is how such a state of affairs could be brought about? 

And there is essentially only one answer: Deaf Studies itself must bring this about. In-

deed, Deaf Studies is in the uniquely disadvantaged position of having not only to pro-

duce critical discourse in a discursive fi eld not designed for it, but, indeed, of having to 

rely entirely upon itself to produce the text artifacts on which such discourse would be 

based. In a fi eld such as African American Studies or Women’s Studies, for example, no 

one need worry that there will be a publisher and signifi cant readership for Toni Morri-

son’s next novel. Neither do these fi elds need to worry about translating such work. Nor, 

certainly, is there the least concern that the technology required for rendering Morri-

son’s work in an accessible and enjoyable form might not yet even exist. The entire de-

velopment of Western discursive technologies and post–civil rights consumer capital-

ism supports the funding, and ready and inexpensive distribution, of Morrison’s work, 

as well as any critical publications concerning it, mainstream or scholarly. Professors in 

these fi elds need only put in orders at campus bookstores and all will follow. Deaf Stud-

ies cannot rely on any of the above. It must pull itself up by the bootstraps.

Deaf Theory, in this sense, consists of the full comprehension and modeling of what 

Deaf Studies faces. To “pursue deaf public voice” is thus to require a unifi ed conceptual 

vocabulary for understanding what would be necessary — starting from the world as we 

know it and proceeding from there — for the deaf community to achieve the place it re-

quires on the public stage, “to wrench its way out of the machine and then speak and be 

heard.” Refl exively, Deaf Studies itself would fi gure as a key element in this theory. In a 

model of such a transformation, that is, Deaf Studies would fi ll the role — since there is 

no other entity to fi ll it — of that center of activity that facilitates necessary changes.

Thus, technically, the discipline would have three “objects of study.” First, as sug-

gested in the previous section, Deaf Theory would model “the realities of deaf cultural 

life.” As an “inward” focus, it would approach the signing community empirically in 

order to understand its principles and its people, sometimes requiring theoretical in-

novation. Second, in an “outward” focus, Deaf Theory would model the nature of pub-

lic voice in general. What is required for any group to maintain voice in the public 

sphere? What are the institutions, discourses, and theories that inhibit deaf voice in-

trinsically? What are those that stand in its favor? And, fi nally, as a third “refl exive” ob-

ject, Deaf Studies would query its own role in facilitating deaf public voice. What dis-

courses must it penetrate? What ideas must it theorize? What resources must it secure? 

What materials must it produce? And what organizational structure must it have in 

order to do so?

Another way of stating the matter is that the discipline, as modeled here, would have 

two orientations: understanding and doing. Deaf Studies would seek to understand the 

deaf, the authoritative world, and its own relation to the two, and would do that which 

enables deaf discourse. The latter would include (1) generating scholarly and creative 

materials on video that can be studied and appreciated by both deaf signers and begin-

ning signers, and that are easily available and affordable; (2) securing major funding 

for this; and (3) developing translation and presentation technologies that, in an aes-

thetically engaging way (for deaf and nondeaf), would generate interest in and effec-

tively “teach” sign language, thus recruiting new signers. Further, it would (4) monitor 
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public and scholarly discourses and create ways of intersecting with such discourses 

in a timely fashion; (5) establish coursework to cultivate deaf scholarly expression in 

ASL, used in every aspect of coursework; (6) secure funding for pursuing ethnographic 

methods as a staple of coursework so that students are always cultivating primary ma-

terials; and (7) develop expertise in theoretical paradigms that exclude realities of deaf 

life, doing so in order to retheorize these paradigms.

Before closing this formulation of Deaf Theory and “deaf voice,” particular attention 

should be given to the question of video. Indeed, in a key narrative by David Supalla, 

“The Deaf Mountain Climber Alone,” it is perhaps no coincidence that the deaf pro-

tagonist is saved by none other than a video camera.23 Coming to life and recognizing 

the injured and stranded deaf mountain climber as “my good friend,” it treks down the 

mountain on its tripod legs and offers up its tape to the public.

Video is clearly the friend of the deaf. And, as far as salvation goes, it makes great 

sense for Deaf Studies to put nearly every egg it has into this basket. While written En-

glish is an important modality for deaf discourse, the reader will note that I have made 

no mention of sign language transcription systems in the above discussion. This is be-

cause an orientation toward transcribing sign language onto paper can only be retro-

grade in the pursuit of deaf public voice. Rather than making research in the deaf com-

munity maximally inviting to researchers and maximally engaging to readers (be they 

hearing or deaf), transcription systems such as SignWriting and Labanotation function 

to institutionalize the subaltern position of the deaf yet further, making their study con-

tingent upon mastering obscure notation systems that, for all their diffi culty, are funda-

mentally incapable of representing masterful signed expression. Indeed, to the extent 

that deaf signers would employ such systems themselves for pedagogical or other pur-

poses, they would necessarily speak a radically impoverished form of the language.

But beyond introducing hurdles, and beyond being an inadequate medium for 

representing the form of deaf voice, such transcription systems in fact directly subvert 

the value of deaf voice. Rendering relatively clear and relatively nonarbitrary forms as 

opaque and arbitrary, these transcription systems undermine precisely what signers 

routinely celebrate about sign language. While linguists value sign arbitrariness, it is a 

very rare deaf signer that speaks of ASL in these terms. To the contrary, deaf signers val-

orize the “naturalness” and “clarity” of masterful signing, citing facial expression and 

classifi er forms in particular — i.e., signing modes which specifi cally exploit degrees of 

transparency.

As I have suggested above, a truly deaf public voice would be able to convey what 

deaf signers value; it would not need to contort itself to fi t the value systems of others. 

While nontransparency is a value of linguistics, sign iconicity is a major hallmark of deaf 

humor, and, indeed, deaf ASL instructors commonly tell students to “think in terms of 

pictures.” Deaf Studies should keep in mind that many impressively impenetrable lan-

guages (“agglutinative-polysynthetic” languages, to which ASL has been compared) 

have gone extinct without the Western world blinking an eye. In the pursuit of deaf pub-

lic voice, it is not sign arbitrariness, but rather sign language’s brilliance, its rigorous 

“clarity” and immediate appeal, that should be brought to the people — much as Albert 

Ballin championed years ago.24
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Ultimately, it is not linguistics, or any form of expert argumentation, that can suf-

fi ciently buffer the goals of the deaf signing community. Mainstreaming and cochlear 

implantation have skyrocketed during the rise of sign language linguistics. It is only “the 

people,” the strength of numbers, that can support Deaf Studies. Three quarters of a 

century after Albert Ballin, with the burgeoning of computer-graphics technology (the 

answer to ASL translation), decreasing costs of video production, and ease of video dis-

tribution, Deaf Studies has far more resources at its disposal for projecting deaf voice 

into the public and teaching its aesthetic genius.

Conclusion

One way of looking at Deaf Studies is that it should explore materials that already exist 

in libraries and elsewhere and use accepted discursive practices — e.g., written En-

glish — to propound the fi ndings of this research in a legitimate scholarly way. This con-

ception problematically assumes, however, that Deaf Studies can exist “in the world as 

it is,” employing only the materials that have been made available to it in the world as it 

is, and using the accepted modes of discourse that have themselves shaped the world 

as it is. A founding question of the discipline, however, should be whether these very 

research practices and discursive forms are not themselves part and parcel of the exclu-

sion of Deaf Studies, heretofore, from legitimate discourse.

Most archival research, for example, does not require deaf researchers. Nor does it 

require the researcher to interact with deaf people, or even to know sign language. Nor 

does its publication usually reach a deaf audience, or require, in and of itself, that non-

deaf audiences encounter sign language in any way. For these reasons, research into 

written texts or archives in general — even when they concern deaf history — is problem-

atic as an emphasis of Deaf Studies. Though certainly of importance for many reasons, 

nonetheless, this mode of research in its fundamental form — a form that is consistent, 

say, with classic studies of ancient Greece — does not actually require that a viable deaf 

signing community exist, or that deaf schools or Gallaudet exist. Consequently, the suc-

cessful pursuit of deaf historical research holds no guarantee for the signing commu-

nity’s survival, having no intrinsic relation to signers that are alive today.

Rather than aiming students primarily toward libraries and the written word, I sug-

gest that the methods of Deaf Studies should be oriented in the opposite direction. 

“Deaf Method,” one might say, should always require the “visibility” of signers. Such 

methods, in their very nature, would thus constitute achievements of deaf voice, always 

putting deaf signers (as researchers, or as objects of research) in contexts where they 

have hitherto gone unseen or unheard. One might imagine a “Deaf Historical Project” 

in which students conduct interviews with a particular contact or group of contacts in 

the community, leading to a fi nal edited “documentary” with an introductory essay ar-

guing the relevance of the data. In a single course, the amount of materials available for 

future Deaf Studies research — including the student’s essay — would increase dramati-

cally. One might also imagine sending students into the fi eld to record a wide range of 

narratives and poetic pieces. This (particularly if the pieces could be published online) 

would increase the possibility of deaf literary study exponentially.
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Rather than looking to the world as it is for its methods of exposition, Deaf Studies 

should be interventionist, working rather to create a world in which deaf voice is pos-

sible. If the world is to take sign language seriously, then, indeed, Deaf Studies should 

take sign language extremely seriously, devoting an ongoing seminar to ASL Composi-

tion, a course which may, for example, develop “foreword” essays for texts commonly 

assigned in ASL classes, as spoken of earlier. Meanwhile, if these essays are truly to be 

heard, Deaf Studies should develop translation techniques where the meaning and 

combinatoric place of every single form that the viewer sees is made clear directly on 

the video (i.e., at the press of a button), as also suggested earlier. A seminar devoted 

specifi cally to this goal would, in addition to everything else, defi ne the cutting edge of 

sign language study.

For every “problem” that emerges in Deaf Studies’ critical purview, it is Deaf Stud-

ies itself that should provide some type of solution, no matter how preliminary. Doing 

so is to make Deaf Studies an eminently meaningful exercise, worthy of students’ ut-

most exertion. And, indeed, by clearly defi ning what “Deaf Studies” actually needs, the 

discipline would make itself meaningful to, and worthy of the funding of, numerous 

granting agencies or large corporations. In July of 2003, the National Institutes of Health 

awarded a fi ve-year grant of $1.78 million to a communications professor at the Uni-

versity of Texas to research the “mental dictionaries” developed in hard-of-hearing chil-

dren.25 If this scale of grant is available for deaf-related research of such uncertain ben-

efi t, it is likely that Deaf Studies, an enterprise of immediate import, can secure similar 

grants, particularly if it devotes its own curricular energy to this pursuit (e.g., an ongoing 

student-faculty “think tank”). Video-graphic translation of ASL, for example, would have 

obvious links to the Information Technology industry (telecom, data networking, enter-

tainment), whose philanthropic budgets are large.

Thus, far from seeing “constraints” as interrupting the possibility of Deaf Studies, 

the discipline should understand its constraints as yielding its real purpose. If Deaf 

Studies students should have a grasp of contemporary critical paradigms, the discipline 

should institute a course in which these fi elds’ principles are advanced and their rela-

tion to Deaf Studies considered and problematized. On a larger scale, for Deaf Studies 

to project itself directly to the fore of contemporary critical discourse, it would be rela-

tively straightforward to design a quarterly colloquium, inviting a paper and presenta-

tion each quarter from a leading scholar in a select fi eld. Such written essays (plus ASL 

translation), with critical response essays (signed and translated), could well be pub-

lished annually, giving a particular coherence to the academic year.

In a personifi cation story, we see the constraints of an otherwise invisible protago-

nist, and we must guess the system these constraints defi ne, though the protagonist 

(comic as it all is) remains uncomprehending. In an ABC story, meanwhile, it is now 

the constraints that have become invisible — made so by the protagonist’s mastery of 

them — and only a keen observer realizes they are there. It is this observer who knows 

something “Deaf” has just taken place. It may well be that all academic disciplines are 

defi ned by their constraints, but that, given their smooth functioning and their seem-

ingly undisputed place in the world, only keen observers see what these constraints are. 

In some far-off time, perhaps Deaf Studies will seem this way. In the meantime, how-
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ever, if “deaf life” is defi ned always through a structure of constraint and relative rec-

ognition, it may be that the most meaningful deaf act is to face constraints with one’s 

companions and with all of one’s ingenuity. Regardless of the outcome, regardless of 

whether its constraints are ever fully mastered, Deaf Studies encountered as this type of 

“project” will always be an engaging story.

Appendix

ABC Stories

Signers use a manual alphabet for spelling names and terms without common signs 

(“psychology” has a well-known sign, but “cathexis” does not). An ABC story takes the 

arbitrary handshapes of the manual alphabet and makes a story out of them. The letter 

“A” (a fi st with the thumb to the side) might be used to knock on an imaginary door. The 

“B” hand (a fl at hand with all of the fi ngers together) is, in fact, part of the sign mean-

ing “door” (two B hands positioned next to each other, one pivoting), and so the signer 

might represent the door opening mysteriously. The “C” hand is part of a sign meaning 

“to search” (etymologically, as if holding a telescope), and so the character might then 

cautiously enter the room and begin to search for something. Then there are the letters 

D, E, F, G, etc., all the way to Z. No letters may be omitted, and no other handshapes can 

be inserted between the letters. A good ABC story is one in which the audience doesn’t 

realize that it’s an ABC story. The signer is so fl uent that some audience members, at 

least temporarily, do not realize that the story’s plot is radically constrained in form.

Personifi cation Stories

Personifi cation stories represent an entity’s environment moving around it, and the au-

dience must guess what the entity is on this basis. The narrative is not over when the 

audience has guessed; rather, the full “life” of the entity (such as a tea cup or a pinball) 

is shown. Like ABC stories, personifi cation stories exploit iconicity. But unlike ABC sto-

ries — which use signs like door  and search  — personifi cation stories typically use no 

citation-form signs. The signer’s head represents the entity, and various shapes and sur-

faces move with respect to it. The entity (the protagonist) has “eyes,” and can see what is 

happening, and has a “brain,” and thus attempts to make sense of its situation, and can 

feel the impact of the surfaces. The signer shows this via facial expression. If the protag-

onist were a water bottle, it might “hold its breath” when being fi lled with water. A sur-

face of liquid would be represented as rising from the bottle’s belly to its chin, and then 

over its nose. When fi nally it is tipped and drained slightly, the bottle might gasp for air 

with the water now at its chin, all the while not understanding what is happening.

Notes

  I adopt the lowercase spelling “deaf” as an unmarked term paralleling usages such as “d/Deaf” 

and “DEAF” in signers’ online discourse (as well as in Deaf Studies discourse) and the sign “deaf”



78 F R A N K  B E C H T E R

in ASL. Terms such as these allow reference to deaf people without respect to whether they sign, 

and reference to deaf signers without respect to their degree of affi liation with the orientation 

designated by the capitalized spelling, “Deaf.” It is not that these phenomena and distinctions are 

not of extreme importance, but only that it is convenient to have a term that does not foreground 

them at every point in the discussion. With a construction such as “to grasp the logic and force of 

all systems in which deaf people’s lives are implicated,” it is clear that not only deaf signers’ lives 

are at issue, and certainly not only those signers affi rming a “Deaf” identity, but rather the lives of 

all audiologically deaf people (particularly prelingually deaf people) — viewed especially insofar 

as they could be (or could have been) signers, and insofar as the world could ideally welcome 

them as such. These are considerations that would be artifi cially separated through the “deaf” and 

“Deaf” opposition. Further, in arguing that “the ABC storyteller recognizes the deaf life trapped 

within the manual alphabet,” the referent is no longer defi ned by audiology or by signing, but by 

a manner of perceiving the world. The lives at issue here would often be counterposed to what is 

usually meant by the capital-D spelling.

   In signing the above constructions, signers would use the ASL sign “deaf ,” or perhaps fi n-

gerspell the English word “d-e-a-f ,” and rely on further signs to convey the meaning at issue. 

Likewise in this chapter, when referring to audiologically deaf signers, I write “deaf signers,” and 

when referring to the culture pertaining to them, I write “deaf culture.” Spellings such as “Deaf” 

and “Deaf Culture” are used to quote or make reference to the discourses in which such spellings 

appear. A signer describing such developments of contemporary deaf discourse might, in like 

fashion, use the marked sign in ASL referring to “capital-d” identity, or simply to the capital-D 

spelling.

   I have used capitalization in referring to deaf disciplinary formations throughout.

 1. A discussion of the spelling conventions adopted for “deaf” and “Deaf” in this chapter can be 

found in the chapter’s fi rst (unnumbered) note, above.

 2. A brief overview of these forms can be found in the Appendix.

 3. Inside UVA, May 17–23, 2002, 3, http://www.virginia.edu/insideuva/2002/18/smith.html.

 4. Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research conference (Gallaudet University, Washington, D.C., 

November 12–15, 1998).

 5. Gayatri C. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. 

Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (London: Macmillan, 1988), 271–313.

 6. Mary Beth Miller, Live at SMI (VHS) (Burtonsville, Md.: Sign Media, 1992).

 7. Susan Rutherford, A Study of American Deaf Folklore (Burtonsville, Md.: Linstok Press, 1993).

 8. Gilbert Eastman, “The Tree,” in Tales from “The Green Books” (VHS), ed. Charlotte Baker-Shenk 

and Dennis Cokely (Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 1980).

 9. For a treatment integrating fi ve additional genres, see my article “Deaf Narratives and ‘Deaf Life’: 

An Integrated Look,” in Deaf Studies Today: A Kaleidoscope of Knowledge, Learning, and Under-

standing, ed. Bryan K. Eldredge, Doug Stringham, and Minnie Mae Wilding-Diaz (Orem: Utah

Valley State College, 2005), 76–95.

 10. Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 

1991).

 11. Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl Emer-

son and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981).

 12. Liza Mundy, “A World of Their Own,” Washington Post, March 31, 2002, W22, http://www.
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 4. Upon the Formation of a Visual Variety 
  of the Human Race

B E N J A M I N  B A H A N

In New York City , a father and daughter sat in a café people-watching out the win-

dow and drinking coffee.

“Look across the street,” signed the father.

His daughter quickly scoped the busy street packed with people hustling to and fro 

before quizzically looking back at her dad.

“One of them is deaf . . . which one is it?” he asked.

She looked back and scanned the crowd. She noticed one man’s eyes glancing from 

side to side. “The one with the brown overcoat,” she guessed.

“I agree. Let’s watch and see,” he suggested.

The man in the brown overcoat was about to cross the street, but sensed the sud-

den shift in the crowd of people around him as they simultaneously looked in the same 

direction. He decided he too should check in that direction and saw sirens and fl ashing 

lights accompanying a speeding ambulance. After the commotion subsided, he crossed 

the street and continued walking past the café. The father waved his hands in the man’s 

periphery. In the middle of a bustling city, the man in the brown overcoat noticed a fl ut-

ter of hands through the window and quickly turned to see the father and his daughter.

“You deaf?” signed the father.

The man was astounded and asked, “How did you know?”

People of the Eye

The characters in this short story are unique in that they inhabit a highly visual world. 

They use a visual language to communicate and have developed a visual system of ad-

aptation to orient them in the world that defi nes their way of being.1  This is not an un-

usual story. Episodes like this have been shared and reported all over the world. The 

claim that deaf people are highly visual and tactile is not a new concept. It has been 

stated time and time again in various sources — both in writing and through the air 

(“orally”). The most notable statement came from George Veditz, who eloquently com-

mented at the National Association of the Deaf convention in Colorado in 1910, “[Deaf 

people] are fi rst, last and of all time the people of the eye.”2

The strongest support for the notion put forward by Veditz (and others) is the emer-

gence of a visual-gestural language. Since the dawn of time, whenever and wherever 
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there were deaf people3 on earth, a visual communication system (using gestures, mime, 

and home signs) would be developed to convey thoughts, feelings, desires, and ideas. 

Although there is no written record of this phenomenon from ancient times, one of the 

earliest recorded observations of deaf people using gestures and signs is found in Plato’s 

Cratylus.4 In ensuing dialogue between Socrates, Hermogenes, and Cratylus on issues 

of names and language, Socrates made an observation in reference to deaf people using 

gestures/signs in Athens around 400 to 350 BCE:

Suppose that we had no voice or tongue, and wanted to communicate with one another. 

Should we not, like the deaf and dumb, make signs with the hands and head and the rest of 

the body?5

Observations of deaf people creating visual-gestural communication do not only occur 

in major metropolitan areas but also in isolated places around the globe from the jun-

gles of the Amazon6 to the many islands scattered all over the world’s oceans.7 In essence 

this discussion highlights what Veditz also said a few years later in 1913, “As long as we 

have deaf people on earth, we will have signs.”8

The desire and drive to create signs is deeply rooted in our fundamental human 

need for communication. The truth is “we cannot be truly human apart from commu-

nication . . . to impede communication is to reduce people to the status of things.”9 Deaf 

people, being of a human variety, have refused to be reduced to the status of things and 

have found ways to communicate visually and developed visual languages.10 That is the 

essence of their being. All other things are constructed around this, channeled through 

and by vision.

The roots in visual-gestural languages have pushed the boundary of vision far be-

yond other human groups known.11 This essay will draw from various bodies of research 

and observations to further demonstrate the signifi cance of “vision” to the Deaf world.

The Use of Eyes in Language and Culture

Before looking at the role that vision and the use of eyes play in the language and cul-

ture of deaf people we need to realize two things: (1) there are people who are not deaf 

but are highly visual in the way they think, behave, and express themselves, and (2) un-

like the ears, human eyes have communicative functions, which play a role in sending 

and receiving information. Almost all humans are able to display this duality. The size 

of pupils sends information on whether one is scared, interested, and so on. Droopy 

eyes send the signal of drowsiness.12 However, among signing deaf people, the role of vi-

sion and the use of eyes expands exponentially. We must bear in mind that when using 

signed languages signers manifest many different kinesthetic features that are depicted 

visually: the body, head, hands, arms, facial expressions, and the physical space sur-

rounding the signer and his/her eyes. The focus here will be on the role the eyes and 

vision have in linguistic and discourse exchanges and ways they are extended to other 

cultural and literary functions.
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Various Eye Behaviors in Language

When signing, the signer’s eyes are always moving in a saccadic manner — rapid eye 

movements to and from fi xation points — to signal various linguistic information in 

different layers. The eye movement may occur over a single word13 to convey specifi c 

meaning, appear in sentences to indicate the spatial position of the object, signal con-

stituent boundaries, bring the addressee in and out of a story world, and/or play a role 

in turn-taking. All saccadic movement happens in one brief exchange.

At the lexical level, the eye gaze may shift to correlate with the manual portion of a 

sign and convey additional meaning to the word. Sentence 1 shows an example of this 

co-occurrence with an adjective. In this sentence the signer looks at the addressee, then 

quickly shifts his gaze to the hands where the shortness of the cute boy is conveyed, and 

then shifts his gaze back to the addressee.

Sentence 1

 gaze down
boy cute short.

Translation: The boy is short and cute.
(Note: No eye gaze transcription over a sign means the signer is looking at the addressee.)

At the syntactic level, the eyes play a critical role in relations to syntactic constituents, 

such as noun phrases and verb phrases in simple sentences. They have different func-

tions depending on where in the sentence the eyes are being used. In noun phrases, the 

eyes can have function to convey the location and distance of an entity.14 Eye gaze fre-

quently accompanies the indexical sign that expresses defi nite determiners in ASL. The 

eyes gaze to the same location in space where the fi nger points: the location in space 

associated with the referent that is being referred back to, as seen in sentence 2.

Sentence 2

gaze left
ix-left man want buy your car

Translation: The man (over there) wants to buy your car.

Indefi nite reference in American Sign Language (ASL) is associated with a broader re-

gion in space than just a single point. So, for example the indefi nite determiner some-

thing/one  is articulated by an upward pointing index fi nger moving in quick circles 

within a small region in space. The eye gaze that accompanies the indefi nite determiner 

is also more diffused within that region of space. So, sentence 3 illustrates the distinc-

tion in that the defi niteness/indefi niteness of the noun is refl ected in the different types 

of eye gaze used.

Sentence 3

diffused gaze
someone man want buy your car

Translation: A man wants to buy your car.
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In the verb phrase, the eyes used in transitive constructions serve as nonmanual 

markers of syntactic object agreement.15 In sentence 4, the direction of the eye gaze 

(to the left) marks the location associated with the object and augments the sentence 

by functioning as a nonmanual object agreement marker as it spreads across the verb 

phrase.

Sentence 4

 gaze left
john love mary.

Translation: John loves Mary.

When engaging in discourse, the listener usually fi xes and maintains his gaze on the 

signer’s face, particularly the eyes, thus creating a conversational partnership in regu-

lating different discourse functions. As previously mentioned, the signer’s eyes are con-

stantly moving in a saccadic manner to convey various linguistic purposes. This eye 

movement continues throughout the exchange. The signer gazes away from the ad-

dressee (− gaze) for various linguistic and discourse-related reasons and gazes back to 

the addressee (+ gaze) to check on him/her, to keep him/her involved, and/or to give a 

turn.16 This “checking mechanism” often happens at points that are identifi ed as con-

stituent boundaries or lines.17 In a situation where the addressee wants to initiate a turn, 

he will place his hands in the signer’s visual fi eld, wait until the signer is gazing at him 

(+ gaze), and then start signing. In a heated exchange, the signer can maintain his role 

by minimizing the number of times he performs + gaze. By doing this he minimizes the 

chances of being interrupted.18

The dynamics of a classroom involve more complex turn-taking strategies where the 

teacher usually assumes the role of a regulator. In the case of signing classrooms, this 

equation has been observed: the more fl uent the teacher is with visual communication 

signals, the more fl uid classroom discourse will be. These teachers maintain a clear dis-

tinction between two forms of gazes: individual gaze (I-gaze) and group gaze (G-gaze).19

In a classroom, the two different gazes serve different functions, for instance, when the 

teacher wants to address a particular student he employs the I-gaze at that student, by 

keeping his eyes transfi xed to that student (with allowance for saccadic linguistic mark-

ers), and maintains mutual eye contact while engaging in questions and answers. When 

the teacher wants to talk to the class as a whole his gaze is less transfi xed and more dif-

fused as he addresses the whole group. The teacher will also sweep his gaze and head 

around the group to address all of the students. Handling this distinction between the 

two types of classroom eye gaze has been problematic for nonfl uent signing teachers 

and has caused misunderstandings between the teacher and student. For example, a 

teacher used an I-gaze at one particular student when he was actually addressing the 

whole class. Signing “Please pay attention when I am talking” with the eye gaze at one 

particular student will likely result in the student responding “I have been paying atten-

tion; why are you picking on me?”20

While telling a story, a signer typically does not relinquish his/her turn to the au-

dience. Instead the expectation is that the storyteller maintains his/her turn until the 
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story is completed. Thus, the role of eye gaze, while still vital to engaging the listener/

audience, takes a somewhat different form. In addition to the constant saccadic shifts 

that fall within the categories described above (e.g., using eye gaze for lexical and syn-

tactic purposes), the teller uses eye gaze in constructed action/dialogue, to present in-

formation from the point of view of a character in the story. This type of eye gaze serves 

a major function in storytelling. The teller assumes various characters’ gazes while sign-

ing his/her actions and incorporates reciprocal gazes to clearly represent dialogues be-

tween two or more characters in a story. At a more global level, the teller brings the story 

world up right before the addressees’ eyes, and eye gaze serves to modulate between 

the narrator’s perspective, the story world, and the more “direct” depiction of events 

through the eyes of a character.21 In addition, closer scrutiny allows one to see that the 

teller’s rhythmic gaze from the story world to the audience serves as a device for demar-

cating narrative units in a formulaic sense.22

There are eye behaviors, other than gaze directions or saccadic movements, that 

play additional roles in the language that are worth mentioning here. While accompa-

nying various spatial-related signs the aperture of the eyelids can also convey a sense of 

nearness or farness. When the eyelids widen in association with a lexical item it conveys 

closeness, whereas the squinting of the eyelids conveys distance. Another behavior in-

cludes the way the closure of the eyes with a word conveys an emphasis; this has been 

identifi ed as emphatic eye closure.23

Another type of eye behavior involves eye blinks in sentences. If one looks at the site 

where eye blinks occur with regularity one will fi nd signers blink their eyes in constitu-

ent boundaries that are between the noun phrases and verb phrases and at the end of 

sentences as shown in sentence 5.24

Sentence 5

 blink       blink
l ast night john   visit mary   .

Translation: Last night John visited Mary.

The proposition that the role of eyes used for signaling communicative function among 

signing deaf people is expanded exponentially is thus confi rmed. The essence of what 

may appear as simple eye-gazing behavior is in fact part of a complex multilayered lin-

guistic system in ASL. That is, the signer’s eyes are always moving in a saccadic manner 

to signal various linguistic information in different layers from a single word to interac-

tions with a large group.

Visual Language and the Brain

Oliver Sacks, a renowned neurologist and author, was astounded at the complexity and 

multilayered role that eyes play in conjunction with sign production.25 He commented, 

“One can have a dozen, or a dozen-and-a-half, grammatical modifi cations, done simul-

taneously, one on top of the other, and when this came home to me, the neurologist 

in me was aroused. I thought: ‘that’s impossible. How the hell can the brain analyze 
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eighteen simultaneous visual patterns?’ I was fi lled with a sort of neurological awe. The 

answer to this, briefl y, is that the normal brain can’t make such visual analysis, but it can 

learn to do so.”26

There are a number of neurological studies examining the interactive function of 

signed language, vision, and the brain that support Sacks’s observation. In this essay 

the focus is on three research areas that portray this learned visual way of being: (1) 

peripheral vision, (2) spatial processing tasks, and (3) rapidly presented visual infor-

mation tasks.

Since the 1980s several studies have looked at peripheral vision of deaf people 

through electroencephalograms (EEGs) and functional magnetic resonance imaging 

(fMRI) tests. The results have consistently shown that signers have superior attention 

to the peripheral visual space.27 This scientifi c proof gave legitimacy to what has been 

known in the Deaf community for a long time. The story in the beginning of this essay 

showed how the man in the brown overcoat was able to use his peripheral vision to 

“navigate” his way in the world of sound. This attention to the periphery develops at a 

very early age in children. One personal observation concerns my daughter when she 

was three and a half. She was engaged in a conversation with an adult seated across 

from her at the dining room table. I was seated to her right (in her periphery). They were 

going over the names of her classmates in preschool. I supplied a name sign hoping to 

clarify and help out the adult. My daughter quickly looked away from the adult and cor-

rected the way I produced that particular classmate’s name. I was astonished that at age 

three and a half, she was able to recognize the name sign error I made out of her periph-

eral line of vision. Her facility using peripheral vision is further evidence in support of 

the claim that signers have superior attention in this area.

Several spatial processing tasks were also done comparing native signers of ASL with 

nonsigners. The tasks required subjects to recall, compare, and identify various men-

tal and visual images. They include being able to quickly identify, generate, and trans-

form mental and mirror images.28 Tests include spatial cognition tasks in nonverbal IQ 

tests such as block designs, a subtest of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children,29

and recognition and matching an array of six faces oriented and shadowed differently 

with the target face.30 These spatial processing tasks show that native signers of ASL per-

formed better than nonsigners.31

Another task focused on the ability of deaf people to recognize rapidly presented vi-

sual information. Researchers created a videotaped test of invented Chinese characters 

written in the air with tiny light bulbs attached to a hand. The videotape was shown to a 

group of deaf and hearing Chinese fi rst graders. The tasks required students to maintain 

in memory the path traced rapidly, analyze into component strokes, and fi nally repro-

duce on paper. The deaf signing fi rst graders signifi cantly outperformed their hearing 

counterparts.32

The perception tasks discussed above do not require knowledge or use of signed 

languages. However, comparative results show that the native signers had a consistent 

advantage when performing the tasks. These studies reinforce the notion that signing 

deaf people make better use of vision.
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In Culture and Literature

The visual way of being in the world discussed thus far is carried over into the cultural 

lives, values, consciousness, social spaces, and literatures of signers.33 Recall the story 

in the beginning of this essay, where the father and daughter were able to identify the 

man in the brown overcoat as deaf out of thousands of people on the bustling city street. 

They noticed the subtleties that only members of this culture (those who share the vi-

sual experience) can see. The fi rst visual cue was the way the man in the brown over-

coat was orienting himself in the streets of New York City by executing saccadic eye and 

head movements. The father and daughter knew from observing the synchrony of these 

movements that there was something uniquely familiar about this man; something that 

is visable only to deaf people. This man had what is known in the community as “deaf 

eyes.” The daughter’s guess that the man in the brown overcoat was “the” deaf man was 

confi rmed by observing how he read the world.

Visual-Cultural Adaptations

There are different sets of learned behaviors and adaptive systems that are passed on 

with respect to “reading the world.” One learns to engage in observing, looking, and 

eventually seeing that sound has ways of bouncing off visual cues. I remember my fa-

ther’s advice as I was growing up. He would sign, “Observe others around you; if you 

notice them looking in one direction, something is happening over there. This is not 

limited to people walking, but also driving. If cars in front of you slow down or stop at

an intersection when the light is green, do not attempt to pass without checking around 

you because this is a telltale sign of an oncoming ambulance or police in the intersec-

tion.” My father also noted that pets and/or other animals are able to broadcast audi-

tory cues. My wife and I are able to “hear” our kids coming down the stairs or play-

ing upstairs when they are supposed to be in bed by noticing our pets (cats and dog) 

perk up from their sleep and glance at the space behind us. When I walk my dog in the 

woods I often “hear” things by noticing her glances in particular directions. Another 

“visual rule” my father hammered into me as a child was the necessity of looking back 

every time you leave a room or place. “You never know if someone may need your at-

tention, so it is a courtesy to look behind you to check with others before you leave.” I 

also learned the signifi cance of periphery as an integral part of reading the world. The 

man in the overcoat used it to respond to the father through the café window just as my

three and a half–year-old daughter used it to correct me when I incorrectly produced 

her friend’s name sign.

When we look at social spaces we see that the proxemics or social distance between 

interlocutors is at a distance that is comfortable for the eyes. When more than two peo-

ple are involved, the spacing arrangement between signers becomes triangular. When 

additional signers join the conversation the circle becomes larger, and always main-

tains visual sight lines of one another. At conferences or sporting events it is common 

to see many circles forming throughout the lobby and people maintaining appropriate 

visual proxemics.
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When participating in and/or joining a circle, signers need to be in synchrony with 

each other’s body rhythms.34 Listeners need to be in sync with the signer’s pace of signs, 

body, and saccadic movements in order to take a turn. To join a conversation already 

under way, the newcomer needs to be in sync with the established interlocutors. When 

deftly done it appears as if the person was part of the initial conversation.

There appears to be symbiosis between native members of the signing commu-

nity. Whenever native signers go to a location for the fi rst time, whether it is a national 

or international site, they meet new people and hang out with new friends. Invariably 

these new friends are also native signers. It is remarkable that without actively seeking 

them out they naturally connect with other native signers. There is clearly a rapport, a 

synchronicity, and a subjective way of being that binds them. Having grown up in vi-

sual environments they learn to use the eyes and body for various functions related to 

language, discourse, and culture. When they meet someone else who has acquired and 

emits this way of being, synchronicity happens and a connection results.

Another related area is how signers naturally create or modify their habitat as ex-

emplifi ed by the phrase “this is a deaf house.” This comment indicates that the particu-

lar house has earned the “seal of approval” for the way it is structured for vision. The 

floor plan of a “deaf house” is usually open and has fewer walls and many windows in

the common area.35 Additionally the line of sight to the second fl oor is not obstructed, 

and there are visual extensions of auditory signals such as fl ashing doorbell lights and 

phone and baby-cry signals. Some homes also have strategically placed lights to maxi-

mize vision at night and mirrors to allow for visual access in other parts of the house 

that are obstructed. The signifi cant features of this type of habitat, a “deaf house,” create 

minimal visual obstructions and enhance visual communication pathways.

Visual Symbolism in Arts and Literature

In this section we look at ways the visual experience permeates into the arts and litera-

ture by looking at some symbols: doors, windows, light, and night. Although the sign-

ing community shares many established symbols in various arts and literary works with 

the majority culture, there are some idiosyncratic representations that are indigenous 

among signers. Examination of these symbols provides insight into the consciousness 

that binds the community.

doors a nd w indows

The attributes of doors and windows are often tied to visual permeability, which for our 

purpose is connected to language modality.36 A large number of “Deaf” narratives, espe-

cially narratives of personal experiences, have recurrent themes of protagonists being 

caught, shut in, or locked out behind doors. Confl icts arise because of the opaqueness 

of doors, which makes them inaccessible transporters of visual elements and language 

modalities. In seeking resolution, the protagonists try various visual extensions of sound 

to get the attention of the party “on the other side.”37 More confl icts arise when these 

extensions fail and the ultimate solution is almost always found through a window of 
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some sort. Windows are permeable; protagonists wave through windows, throw objects 

at windows, and climb up to windows in order to communicate. As conveyors of light, 

windows are conveyors of visual communication.

In terms of communication permeability, doors are to hearing people what win-

dows are to deaf people. Though they do impede the process, hearing people can 

communicate through closed doors because they allow the transmission of sound. 

Otherwise, there would be no “knock-knock” jokes. Their prevalence in the hearing 

community speaks volumes. There is even a Web site devoted exclusively to knock-

knock jokes (www.knock-knock-joke.com). Here is an example of conversations hap-

pening through doors:

Knock Knock!

Who’s there?

Doris.

Doris, who?

Doris locked, that’s why I had to knock!38

Knock-knock jokes are almost nonexistent in the Deaf signing community; for Deaf peo-

ple the exchange stops at “knock knock.”39 Windows, on the other hand, silence hear-

ing people. Generally, hearing people have diffi culty carrying on conversations through 

closed windows. One scene in the mockumentary fi lm This is Spinal Tap, about a heavy 

metal band in decline, effectively demonstrates this point. There is a scene involving the 

heavy metal band riding in the back of a limousine whose driver incessantly and fanati-

cally rambles about Frank Sinatra to them. An annoyed member of the band presses the 

button closing the power window behind the driver in order to shut him up. The im-

permeability and divisiveness of windows as a conductor of speech communication is 

echoed in “The Ebony Tower,” by John Fowles: “The cruelty of glass: as transparent as 

air, as divisive as steel.”40 Thus, even though nondeaf people can see each other, com-

munication is assumed to be blocked if the auditory channel is reduced as is the case 

with a closed window. In comparison, windows allow visual communication for signers 

as this story demonstrates:

A Deaf couple stops by a supermarket to pick up a few items on their way home. As they pull 

into the shopping center, they realize that their two-year-old child has fallen asleep. Rather 

than waking up the child, they agree that the mother should stay in the car and the father goes 

in for the items they need. As he shops, the father realizes he is not sure which type of herbal 

tea his wife wanted. So, he goes to the front of the store, past the cashier and waves through 

the window to get the answer to his question. The mother notices someone waving inside the 

store and looks up. Through two sets of windows (the store window and car window) they clar-

ify exactly the kind of tea she wants. As he turns to go back to the aisle where teas are shelved, 

he notices all the people around the cashier staring at him wondering what he was doing.41

The following story further illustrates the differences in the way a deaf man and a hear-

ing man deal with windows and communication.
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At a stoplight a deaf man noticed out of his periphery that the driver of the car to his left had 
rolled down the passenger window. The deaf man turned to fi nd the driver asking, “May I 
have the time?” which the deaf man was able to lip-read.

The deaf man glanced at his wristwatch and gestured (by holding up fi ve on one hand 
and an index fi nger on the other hand), “six.”

The hearing driver shook his head and said, “Roll down the window.”
The deaf man rolled down his window and repeated the gesture “six.”
The hearing man fi nally got it.42

The humorous tale above is a spoof on hearing people and their helplessness when it 

comes to communicating through windows. There was no change in the way the deaf 

person expressed himself. The visual message was the same; it only became “louder” to 

the hearing person when the gesture was done through an open window.

There are also several poems that incorporate the use of doors and/or windows. Con-

sider Ella Lentz’s poem “The Door.”43 This creative work describes deaf people breaking 

free from the bondage of oralism, sheltering themselves in a room with a heavily se-

cured door. Later in the poem, someone bangs on the door and the deaf people in the 

room wonder who it could be. Finally, one person goes to open the door, but the other 

cautions this person saying, “You don’t know who it could be!” The role of the door as 

“a passage” takes on additional meaning here. In this case, as in other literary works, it 

represents taking a risk, opening the door to an inaccessible unknown.44

In a performance entitled “Doors for Sale: Audism in the Deaf World,”45 I told various 

stories and talked about doors as a metaphor for oppression and barriers in the Deaf 

world and proposed their elimination. After all, unless you can hear, one never knows 

who stands on the other side. Soon after my presentation I received this e-mail from 

John Lee Clark.

I recalled a 1921 obituary in the Minnesota State Academy for the Deaf’s school paper, “The 
Companion.” You know, in those days deaf families would have hearing neighbors who they’d 
go to if they needed important calls made. Well, late one night this fellow’s wife became very 
sick and urged her husband to go over to the next house to have the widow there call the doc-
tor. He goes over there and knocks on the door. No reply. More knocking. Still no reply. More 
kno — BOOM! — The guy is shot dead. The widow was calling “Who’s there?” and grew panicky 
when she got no response and she got the rifl e and simply shot through the door. So you can 
say that at least one door killed a deaf person. A window would’ve saved his life. Even a small 
window, bullet-hole sized like a peephole, would’ve been enough to save his life. I’ve thought 
about that story now and then, but now it has a new signifi cance for me.46

A similar application of these literary analyses to visual arts adds new perspectives on 

several paintings by the late Harry R. Williams. In these paintings, doors are featured 

in the middle of landscapes.47 Coffi n Door (Figure 4.1) is one example. In this picture, 

we see a door shaped like a coffi n (resembling one at Gallaudet University) directly 

in the middle of beautiful seascape, blocking its visual continuity and obstructing the 

view. A hand enfolds (from behind) the top of the door suggesting that someone is be-

hind it. This demystifi es the situation, yet we never know who it is. To the left of the 

door in the distance is a picture window of the city of Los Angeles. In the foreground 
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is a rowboat, presumably ready to travel toward the window suggesting an orientation 

toward the visible.48

As we further extend the symbols it is important to note that doors and windows are 

parts of a dwelling. If we consider the human body “a dwelling” it creates an interesting 

metaphor related to particular signs that closely resemble doors and windows. The sign 

Figure 4.1. Harry R. Williams, Coffin Door. Copyright Harry R. Williams. Used with permission of 

DawnSignPress.
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door  (Figures 4.2 and 4.3) is done with the same “B” hand shape and palm orientation 

as the formal sign deaf  (Figures 4.4 and 4.5).49 The sign for window  (Figures 4.6 and 

4.7) is made with the same hand shape and palm orientation as the signs eyes shut

and eyes open 50 shown in Figures 4.8 and 4.9 respectively. It is doubtful whether the 

association is intentional, but the natural relationships of these parallels are worth pur-

suing. It is beyond question that they further contribute to a pattern of symbolic rep-

resentations of visual communication and opacity. But, interestingly, unlike real win-

dows, the sign window  cannot be seen through. Thus the abstract representation loses 

something that is in the real world.

l ight a nd night

Light and absence of light (i.e., night) is another constant theme that’s widely reported 

and acknowledged.51 The theme of light is permeated in various forms of Deaf life from 

the way different organizations/companies name themselves (e.g., DawnSignPress, 

www.lightkitchen.com, etc.)52 to the folk explanations of why Deaf people gather in 

the kitchen. The common saying is they do that because the lights are brighter in the 

kitchen. This may be true but it is also true for many hearing people of other cultures. 

The issue is deeper than that because light is a deeply ingrained value for those lead-

ing a visual way of being. Light, like windows, signifi es the ability to communicate, and 

when one communicates one belongs. And when one belongs, one is at home in the 

world.

Figure 4.2. DOOR. Figure 4.3. DOOR.

Figure 4.4. DEAF. Figure 4.5. DEAF.
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Ladd reports of Deaf people assembling around a lamppost long after clubs closed 

for the night in the UK.53 Similar observations have been noted elsewhere. In fact, after 

the “Doors for Sale” performance in Minnesota, a security guard, apparently well ad-

vised, began to turn off the lights in the auditorium and then the lobby, managing to 

herd a bunch of deaf people out of the building. Instead of going home, as one would 

expect, they all congregated around a lamppost in the parking lot. As I was observing 

this procession, a young woman came up to me and asked this question, “What do Deaf 

people and moths have in common?”54

Peters noticed that the consistency of light as a theme and symbol is illuminated 

in various Deaf literary works — from the “birth of the community,” light is prominent 

in the story of how Épée came upon the two young deaf sisters one night in front of a 

fi replace,55 to the presence of and absence of light as symbol in various literary works 

from ASL Poetry (e.g., Valli’s “Bright Windy Morning”) to ASL narratives (e.g., Bahan’s 

“Bird of a Different Feather”).56

In the end of “Bird of a Different Feather,” the surgically altered bird, unable to fi t in 

either world (the eagle and the bird world), decided to fl y away into the sunset followed 

by darkness. To many the symbolic interpretation of night in this context is death. There 

is another possible way of interpreting the end of the story. Using a lens from those 

leading a visually oriented way of life, night takes on additional meaning: unlike those 

who hear, the absence of light means there is no access to communication. In order to 

communicate one will have to resort to tactile means, and for those with no or limited 

Figure 4.6. WINDOW. Figure 4.7. WINDOW.

Figure 4.8. EYES-SHUT. Figure 4.9. EYES-OPEN.
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experience with tactile communication it is like being removed from the world. Un-

homed and alone in the world of night, as a theme or symbol in literature, one can say 

in the context of visual communication, night is to doors as light is to windows.

Refl ection

The thoughts accumulated for this essay — though not comprehensive — show how 

signing Deaf people acquire this multilayered visual way of being in the world beyond 

the capacity of ordinary eyes. They inhabit a highly visual sensory world and appear to 

be pushing the boundaries of vision far beyond limits known by other human groups. 

The push springs from the innate human need to communicate. This desire is essential 

and powerful enough to cause a domino effect in the following areas:

 • In language: We have seen the emergence and fl ourishing of visual languages 

(using space and physical phonological building blocks) as well as the role of eyes 

inside and outside the linguistic, discourse, and neurological system.

 • In culture: We have discussed examples of ways the culture offers suggestions to 

lead a visually encompassed life.

 • In arts and literature: We have examined some recurrent themes and symbols as-

sociated to vision.

This just scratches the surface of the potential for vision and visuality. And in terms 

of examining Deaf people’s sensory worlds, we have not yet explored in depth or dis-

cussed another territory that has been told in countless life stories and anecdotes — on 

the ways Deaf people develop tactile minds. This is another dimension defi nitely worth 

exploring.

In retrospect I can’t help but wonder about the “what ifs,” because it has taken soci-

ety so long to acknowledge the role of vision and signed languages in the lives of Deaf 

people. So many generations of signers have been handcuffed in a society intoxicated 

by the ideology that speech is language and vice versa. It is amazing that with these im-

positions, Deaf people have developed into one of the most visual groups of people on 

the face of the Earth. One wonders what the possibilities would be if they were allowed 

to proceed in life unbounded. How far would this human variety push the boundaries 

of vision?

Notes

  Much thought and discussion with the following colleagues have led their way into this essay. I 

thank Dirksen Bauman, MJ Bienvenu, Todd Czubek, Janey Greenwald, John Lee Clark, Robert Lee, 

Flavia Fleischer, Sue Burnes, Steve Nover, Carol Neidle, Laura Petitto, Bob Hoffmeister, and Harlan 

Lane. I particularly thank Janey Greenwald, Robert Lee, and Dirksen Bauman for their editorial 

assistance, and Sue Burnes for appearing as sign model.

 1. Edward Hall, The Hidden Dimension (New York: Anchor, 1982), states “people of different cultures 

not only speak different languages but, what is possibly more important, inhabit different sensory 

worlds” (2).



97U P O N  T H E  F O R M A T I O N  O F  A  V I S U A L  V A R I E T Y  O F  T H E  H U M A N  R A C E

 2. George Veditz, “President’s Message,” in Proceedings of the Ninth Convention of the National As-

sociation of the Deaf and the Third Worlds Congress of the Deaf, 1910 (Philadelphia: Philocophus 

Press, 1912), 30. George Veditz used the phrase “people of the eye” at least twice. The fi rst can be 

found in his president’s message to the congress, “all-wise Mother Nature designed for the people 

of the eye, a language” (22).

 3. The discussion here refers to those who were born deaf or became deaf in their infancy.

 4. See H-Dirksen L. Bauman, “On the Disconstruction of (Sign) Language in the Western Tradition: A 

Deaf Reading of Plato’s Cratylus,” this volume.

 5. Plato, “Cratlyus,” in The Collected Dialogues of Plato Including the Letters, ed. E. Hamilton and H. 

Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), 457.

 6. J. Kakumasu, “Urubu Sign Language,” International Journal of American Linguistics 34, no. 4 

(1968): 275–81; P. Farb, Word Play: What Happens When People Talk (New York: Vintage, 1973).

 7. See, for example, James Woodward, “Attitudes toward Deaf People on Providence Island, Colum-

bia,” American Anthropologist 63 (1978): 49–68; Jane Poole, “A Preliminary Description of Martha’s 

Vineyard Sign Language” (paper presented at the 3rd International Symposium on Sign Language 

Research, Rome, Italy, June 1983); Nora Ellen Groce, Everyone Here Spoke Sign Language: Heredi-

tary Deafness on Martha’s Vineyard (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985); W. Wash-

baugh, Five Fingers for Survival (Ann Arbor: Karoma, 1986). For further information on the devel-

opment of home signs and gestures among deaf children in the contemporary world, see Susan 

Goldin-Meadow, The Resilence of Language: What Gesture Creation in Deaf Children Can Tell Us 

about How All Children Learn Language (New York: Psychology Press, 2003).

 8. George W. Veditz, “The Preservation of the Sign Language,” original version in American Sign Lan-

guage, trans. Carol Padden and Eric Malzkuhn, reprinted in Deaf World: A Historical Reader and 

Primary Sourcebook, ed. Lois Bragg (New York: New York University Press, 2001), 83–85.

 9. Paulo Freire, quoted in M. J. Wheatley, “The Power of Talk,” Utne Reader, July–August 2002, 54–58.

 10. Over the course of human history, the social perception of gestures and sign language swayed 

from being acceptable to not acceptable. In the later part of Western civilization (from the mid-

nineteenth century to today) many have held that the uses of gestures and sign language were 

not language per se or have no signifi cant social value, and have imposed restrictions on its de-

velopment and use; see for example Douglas Baynton, Forbidden Signs: American Culture and the 

Campaign against Sign Language (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).

 11. See for example C. Chamberlain, “Do the Deaf ‘See’ Better? Effects of Deafness on Visiospatial 

Skills” (masters thesis, McGill University, 1994), which argues that being deaf alone is not enough 

to see enhanced visual processing skills. The research suggests that it is the inclusion and use of 

sign language that enables this enhancement.

 12. For more discussion of this function, see Hall, Hidden Dimension, and Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: 

The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Uni-

versity of California Press, 1993).

 13. The term “word” is used in this essay instead of “sign” to reduce the need for such distinction be-

cause there is no difference. A human utterance is a human utterance whether signed or spoken.

 14. D. MacLaughlin, “The Structure of Determiner Phrases: Evidence from American Sign Lan-

guage” (PhD diss., Boston University, 1997); Ben Bahan, “Non-manual Realization of Agreement 

in American Sign Language” (PhD diss., Boston University, 1996); Carol Neidle, Judy Kegl, Dawn 

MacLaughlin, Ben Bahan, and Robert Lee, The Syntax of American Sign Language: Functional Cat-

egories and Hierarchical Structure (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2000).

 15. In the case of fi rst-person object, the eye gaze will mark the subject. For more information, see 

Ben Bahan, “Non-manual Realization of Agreement in American Sign Language,” in Neidle et al., 

Syntax of American Sign Language.

 16. Charlotte Baker, “Eye-openers in ASL” (paper presented at the California Linguistic Association 

Conference, San Diego State University, 1976); Charlotte Baker, “Regulators and Turn-Taking in 

American Sign Language Discourse,” in On the Other Hand: New Perspectives on American Sign 



98 B E N J A M I N  B A H A N

Language, ed. L. Freidman (New York: Academic Press, 1977), 215–36; Charlotte Baker and Carol 

Padden, “Focusing on Nonmanual Components of American Sign Language,” in Understanding 

Language Through Sign Language Research, ed. Patricia Siple (New York: Academic Press, 1978), 

27–57; Ben Bahan and Sam Supalla, “Line Segmentation and Narrative Structure: A Study of Eye 

Gaze Behavior in American Sign Language,” in Language, Gesture and Space, ed. K. Emmorey and 

J. Reilly (Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1995), 171–91.

 17. Bahan and Supalla, “Line Segmentation”; Baker, “Eye-openers in ASL” and “Regulators and Turn-

Taking”; Baker and Padden “Focusing.”

 18. Baker, “Eye-openers in ASL” and “Regulators and Turn-Taking”; Baker and Padden, “Focusing.”

 19. Susan Mather, “Eye Gaze and Communication in a Deaf Classroom,” Sign Language Studies 54 

(1987): 11–30; Susan Mather, “Visually Oriented Teaching Strategies with Deaf Preschool Chil-

dren,” in The Sociolinguistics of the Deaf Community, ed. by Ceil Lucas (San Diego: Academic 

Press, 1989), 165–87.

 20. See Mather, “Visually Oriented Teaching Strategies,” for more details about this phenomenon.

 21. Bahan and Supalla, “Line Segmentation.”

 22. Ibid.

 23. Baker, “Eye-openers in ASL.”

 24. See for example: Baker, “Regulators and Turn-Taking”; Baker and Padden, “Focusing”; Bahan and 

Supalla, “Line Segmentation”; R. Wilbur, “Eye Blinks and ASL Phrase Structure,” Sign Language 

Studies 84 (1994): 221–40.

 25. Most information in this section draws from Harlan Lane, Robert Hoffmeister, and Ben Bahan, A

Journey into the Deaf-World (San Diego: DawnSignPress, 1996).

 26. Oliver Sacks, “Seeing Voices: Lecture at Durham University,” video transcript (Durham, UK: Deaf 

Studies Research Unit, 1990). Reported in Ernst Thoutenhoofd, “Vision | Deaf: Vision as a Consti-

tutive Element of ‘Deaf Communities,’” Deaf Worlds 1, no. 13 (1997): 26.

 27. H. Neville, “Cerebral Organization for Spatial Attention,” in Spatial Cognition: Brain Bases and 

Development, ed. J. Stiles-Davis, M. Kritchevsky, and U. Bellugi (Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates, 1988), 327–41; D. Bavelier, A. Tomann, C. Hutton, T. Mitchell, D. Corina, G. Liu, and H. 

Neville, “Visual Attention to the Periphery Is Enhanced in Congenitally Deaf Individuals,” Journal 

of Neuroscience 20, RC93: 1–6 (2000).

 28. Karen Emmorey, “Processing a Dynamic Visual-Spatial Language: Psycholinguistic Studies of 

American Sign Language,” Journal of Psycholinguistic Research 22, no. 2 (1993): 153–88; Lane, 

Hoffmeister, and Bahan, Journey into the Deaf-World.

 29. U. Bellugi, L. O’Grady, D. Lillo-Martin, M. O’Grady-Hynes, K. van Hoek, and D. Corina, “Enhance-

ment of Spatial Cognition in Deaf Children,” in From Gesture to Language in Hearing and Deaf 

Children, ed. V. Volterra and C. Erting (Berlin: Springer Verlag, 1994), 278–98; F. H. Sisco and R. J. 

Anderson, “Deaf Children’s Performance on the WISC-R Relative to Hearing Status of Parents and 

Child-Rearing Experiences,” American Annals of the Deaf 125 (1980): 923–30; Lane, Hoffmeister, 

and Bahan, Journey into the Deaf-World.

 30. Bellugi et al., “Enhancement of Spatial Cognition”; Emmorey, “Processing a Dynamic Visual-Spa-

tial Language”; Lane, Hoffmeister, and Bahan, Journey into the Deaf-World.

 31. With the exception of several studies on nonverbal IQ tests that showed deaf children scoring 

higher than hearing children.

 32. E. S. Klima, O. Tzeng, A. Fok, U. Bellugi, D. Corina, and J. Bettger, “From Sign to Script: Effects of 

Linguistic Experience on Perceptual Categorization,” in The Biological Bases of Language, Journal 

of Chinese Linguistics Monograph Series 13 (Berkeley: University of California Berkeley, Project on 

Linguistic Analysis, 1999), 96–129; Lane, Hoffmeister, and Bahan, Journey into the Deaf-World.

 33. Most of the observations discussed in this section are based on personal experience as a native 

member of this visual culture.

 34. For some examples of synchrony of body rhythms, see E. T. Hall, “Deaf Culture, Tacit Culture, and 

Ethnic Relations,” in The Deaf Way: Perspectives from the International Conference on Deaf Cul-



99U P O N  T H E  F O R M A T I O N  O F  A  V I S U A L  V A R I E T Y  O F  T H E  H U M A N  R A C E

ture, ed. Carol J. Erting, Robert C. Johnson, Dorothy L. Smith, and Bruce D. Snider (Washington, 

D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 1994), 31–39.

 35. One should take a look at houses or buildings designed by Olof Hanson, a deaf architect in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

 36. Interestingly, the dichotomy of a window and a door as a metaphor for deaf signers was used as 

far back as 1776 in the preface of Épée’s book on methods of educating the deaf through sign lan-

guage. He stated, “The book will show, as clearly as possible, how to go about bringing in through 

the window what cannot come in through the door; namely, to insinuate into the minds of the 

deaf through the visual channel what cannot reach them through the auditory channel.” Charles-

Michel Épée, “Institution des sourds et muets par la voie des signes méthodiques,” in The Deaf Ex-

perience: Classics in Language and Education, ed. Harlan Lane, trans. Franklin Philip (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), 51.

 37. In narratives of personal experiences persons are deaf by default, unless mentioned for emphasis. 

Those nondeaf are usually identifi ed, e.g., hearing person.

 38. Retrieved from http://www.knock-knock-joke.com.

 39. There are some people who enjoy these jokes and translate them into ASL, but this is not wide-

spread.

 40. I thank John Lee Clark for bringing this to my attention.

 41. This composite was told at several storytelling events by Ben Bahan.

 42. This composite was told at several storytelling events by Ben Bahan.

 43. Ella Lentz, The Treasure: Poems by Ella Mae Lentz (Berkeley: In Motion Press, 1995).

 44. A hearing person would have simply asked, “Who’s there?”

 45. St. Paul College, Minn., May 7, 2004.

 46. John Lee Clark, personal communication, May 7, 2004.

 47. HRW, as he is known, has done several paintings that feature doors; one is featured on the cover 

of the text Journey into the Deaf-World. Near the end of his life he painted a series of coffi n doors, 

which may have foreshadowed his coming demise.

 48. Like all artworks, there may be different interpretations on this. I am merely applying what I have 

learned from various literary works to the painting. Unfortunately, I cannot confi rm this analysis 

with HRW.

 49. I thank Dirksen Bauman for this insight.

 50. There are other signs used to depict the same concept.

 51. See for example Carol Padden and Tom Humphries, Deaf in America: Voices from a Culture (Cam-

bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988); Cynthia Peters, Deaf American Literature: From 

Carnival to the Canon (Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 2000); Paddy Ladd, Under-

standing Deaf Culture: In Search of Deafhood (Clevedon, JK: Multilingual Matters, 2003).

 52. Peters, Deaf American Literature, 48.

 53. Ladd, Understanding Deaf Culture, reports “It should be noted here that the lamp-post, a source 

of light at night for Deaf people, is a signifi cant symbol within Deaf culture, one that carried even 

more weight in the era before homes were lit with electricity. It also rendered Deaf people and 

their signing highly visible to the public. Since most Deaf gatherings took place after work, willing-

ness to be seen signing in public was symbolised by the lamp-post” (344).

 54. They both are drawn to light.

 55. Reported in Padden and Humphries, Deaf in America.

 56. Peters, Deaf American Literature, 49.



100

 5. Coequality and Transnational Studies: 
  Understanding Deaf Lives

J O S E P H  J .  M U R R AY

On the first Monday  of July 1889, Deaf American Amos Draper mounted a platform 

in the chapel of St. Saviour’s Church. Facing him was a crowd of more than one hundred 

largely working-class British Deaf men, all gathered at this Oxford Street meeting room in 

central London to greet a delegation of some twenty Deaf Americans en route to the fi rst 

International Congress of the Deaf in Paris, France. Draper surveyed the audience and, 

quoting Shakespeare, declared, “One touch of nature makes the whole world kin.” 1

This “touch of nature,” the physical fact of deafness, manifested itself in a number 

of commonalities in the lives of nineteenth-century Deaf people from different nations. 

Deafness had long been a nexus around which transnational bodies of professionals 

incorporated. While a transnational body centered around a professional discourse is 

perhaps commonplace, a look at the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century West-

ern Deaf world shows Deaf people of this time created and maintained consistent con-

tact with one another over national and continental boundaries, despite seemingly few 

similarities between their lives. After all, what could a Deaf American educated at the 

state-supported American Asylum for Deaf Mutes in Hartford, Connecticut, and em-

ployed as a professor at the National Deaf-Mute College in Washington, D.C., possibly 

see himself as having in common with a Deaf Briton educated at the privately funded 

Old Kent Road school in London and working as a draughtsman for the Imperial Admi-

ralty? In other words, what incentive would a person living in one national and occupa-

tional context have to spend time and energy on interactions with someone living in a 

much different context?

Hints of an answer emerge from the St. Saviour’s Church meeting. In his address, 

Draper noted that, despite vast geographical separation,

in all essentials our experiences are probably the same. If you have troubles, we can sympa-

thize with you, for we have the same troubles; or if you have joys, those joys are ours, and we 

rejoice with you.2

Deaf people, for good or bad, shared a common experience of living as members of a 

visual community in an auditory world, an experience transcending local contexts and 

national boundaries. This experience was supported by a shared rejection of larger so-

cial misconceptions and professional ideologies that homogenized them as defi cient 

countrymen, ignoring the realities of their lives as members of a cultural community.

Draper’s comments point to an area that has thus far lain outside the research frame-
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works used by scholars in Deaf Studies and related fi elds. To date, Deaf Studies has most 

often explored Deaf lives within the frameworks of single national communities.3 One 

consequence of this restricted fi eld of study is that Deaf Studies scholars often view Deaf 

people in a framework of comparison (whether explicit or implied) with other national 

minorities/oppressed groups. Why do we always reach for analogies with the African 

American civil rights movement or look to Women’s Studies for ideas on how to inter-

pret the experience of Deaf Americans? I do not want to suggest we cannot learn much 

from such comparisons, nor would I deny research within this framework has had a 

benefi cial impact on the fi eld of Deaf Studies and Deaf people’s lives. Yet, is it possible 

that an adherence to theories and structures designed to explain the place of other mi-

norities in specifi c nation-states not only unwittingly ties us to nation-specifi c narra-

tives but also obscures just what it is that is most Deaf about being Deaf? Transnational 

studies of Deaf people may enable us to see beyond the classic nation-state-based “mi-

nority struggle for equality” narrative to explore how Draper’s “touch of nature” illumi-

nates commonalities in Deaf lives across national boundaries and what these common-

alities mean for the world in which we live.

I would like to suggest Draper’s sentiments, signed in 1889, are applicable to the 

current global Deaf community. This does not mean Draper’s nineteenth-century Deaf

world and our contemporary twenty-fi rst-century Deaf world are alike in all respects, 

but that constructions of transnational spaces for articulating Deafhood exist/ed both 

in the nineteenth century and today.4 Transnational interaction among Deaf people 

does not ignore national boundaries or national identities. Rather, I believe Deaf people 

in different locations share a common discursive fi eld as Deaf people, a fi eld existing 

alongside identities framed within the boundaries of specifi c nation-states and the cul-

tures associated with those states. Living in a visual community stretching across na-

tional boundaries, while simultaneously participating in their auditory, national com-

munities, Deaf people live uniquely structured lives.

Understanding Deaf Lives

The 1893 World’s Congress of the Deaf at the Chicago World’s Fair brought together over 

one thousand Deaf people from the United States and Europe. While the Congress was 

an event run by Deaf people for Deaf people, it was also part of the Chicago World’s Fair’s 

Congresses Auxiliary, an assembly of 225 Congresses on topics ranging from temperance 

to religion to “women’s progress.”5 Deaf American George T. Dougherty, head of the World’s 

Congress of the Deaf organizing committee, noted with satisfaction that the Congress of 

the Deaf “got recognition on a basis co-equal with all the great World’s Congresses of other 

kinds.”6 Dougherty marveled at this fact, as did other Deaf people in attendance, proud 

of their ability to “meet the hearing world in congresses.”7 Participants listened to papers 

from Deaf men on the current state of Deaf lives in different Western countries and passed 

a resolution affi rming their unanimous condemnation of the oral method in Deaf educa-

tion. The Congress was not all work, however, as participants conversed well into the early 

morning hours at a lavish banquet in downtown Chicago, one among a number of well-

attended social events during the week.8

Dougherty’s use of the term “on a basis co-equal” points at a way of being Deaf that 
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has not been fully explored in the fi eld of Deaf Studies to date. When social scientists 

fi rst began to study Deaf people as a distinct community, they presented an image of a 

community hindered by failed educational practices and limited vocational opportuni-

ties in its struggle for equality with hearing society.9 Later work in the fi eld of Deaf Stud-

ies has moved away from this focus to emphasize how Deaf people have managed to 

maintain a unique cultural community despite overwhelming ignorance, and at times 

outright hostility, to sign language and Deaf Culture.10 Throughout much of the aca-

demic literature, a dichotomy of assimilation and resistance is predominant, with hear-

ing society presented as a hegemonic force provoking resistance among inhabitants of 

the Deaf world.

The idea of coequality offers something different. Deaf people are not foreigners in 

their own country or solely oppressed minorities within their nation-states. The experi-

ence of being Deaf encompasses an expectation of participation in a society not tailored 

to Deaf norms as well as the articulation of a separate space of being Deaf, a space that, 

at times, transcends national boundaries. With coequality, the traditional binaries — of 

Deaf worlds and hearing worlds, of Deaf lives “segregated from” or “assimilated into” 

hearing societies — can be seen not in opposition to one another, but as mutually for-

mative. Deaf people live simultaneously in hearing spaces and in Deaf spaces, are part 

of a Deaf community and active participants in non-Deaf social settings. Coequality 

presumes a distinct group acculturated to, but not assimilated in, larger society.

Take the exultation Dougherty and his counterparts felt on having their World’s Con-

gress presented alongside other international meetings at the great World’s Fair. Not only 

was this a triumph in that it presented Deaf people as equal to hearing people (and on a 

global scale to boot), it was also, according to Dougherty, the culmination of a century’s 

worth of Deaf people being educated and working together as a distinct community:

Who would have dreamed one hundred years ago that this could ever be possible? Then the 

deaf were uneducated and widely scattered, unknown to each other; their infl uence, of course, 

was nil.11

Nineteenth-century Deaf people saw their consolidation into a single community 

through organizations and conferences as the best means to achieve not just equal-

ity, but coequality with larger society. Deaf people willingly sought to participate on an 

equal basis in the society around them, but refused to be submerged into it. In order to 

shape their terms of participation in non-Deaf society, it was necessary to have a Deaf 

world. Otherwise, “unknown to each other, their infl uence, of course, was nil.” Coequal-

ity highlights the ability of Deaf people to live successful, productive lives as Deaf peo-

ple, moving within both the Deaf world and non-Deaf society at will.

Deaf American Olof Hanson, traveling in Germany in 1890, found himself sitting op-

posite a young Deaf German man in a Berlin café where “about a hundred” Deaf Germans 

were assembled. Hanson found this young man, educated orally and with only a rudi-

mentary knowledge of German Sign Language, was on his fi rst trip from the provinces to 

this metropolitan gathering of Deaf Germans. He had come for a single reason: “I am here 

looking for a wife.” 12



103C O E Q U A L I T Y  A N D  T R A N S N A T I O N A L  S T U D I E S

If coequality presumes a distinct community, where can this community be found 

in geographical space? Hanson’s story of the young German man illustrates the fact that 

sites of cultural production and transmission in the Deaf world have not remained the 

same over time. Hanson would have pointed to the Berlin café as a site of entrance into 

the Deaf community. A few decades ago in America it would have been possible to give 

an equally simple answer: Deaf clubs and Deaf schools. Today, both schools and clubs 

are on the wane, and increasing numbers of young Deaf people do not participate in 

either arena of cultural production. It is time for Deaf clubs and residential schools for 

Deaf people to be historicized, to be understood as products of a specifi c historical mo-

ment and not as universal, singular vehicles of Deaf cultural transmission.

The major features of the new Deaf cultural landscape consist of gatherings at des-

ignated public or private spaces situated both in physical, geographical space and at 

virtual sites that exist only in moments of active creation and consumption. An example 

of the latter can be found in “Deafzone,” a World Wide Web page created by young Deaf 

Swiss-Germans where Deaf parties in ever-shifting locations are advertised, e-mail and 

instant messaging addresses are exchanged, and ideas are debated in online discus-

sion forums.13 The inherently temporary nature of contemporary gatherings in physical 

space is illustrated by a Deaf New Year’s Eve party in Amsterdam attended by a group of 

young Deaf people from different European countries, all jetting into a mutually agreed 

upon location to party with like-minded counterparts for several days. Contemporary 

sites for the manufacture, expression, and consumption of Deafhood are increasingly 

fl uid, temporary, and situational.

Mobility and continuous community re-creation are emerging as the key character-

istics of the twenty-fi rst-century Deaf community, but they are not necessarily unique 

to this time, nor should we see community mobility and change solely determined by 

technology. Admittedly, e-mail and the Internet play an important role in current com-

munity interconnections that sometimes transcend national boundaries, just as rail-

roads, steamships, and new global postage rates were also factors in transnational in-

terconnections among nineteenth-century Deaf people. Technology may be an enabler, 

but it is not an originator of transnational contact. For changing social contexts over 

time also reveal a commonality across time: the desire for Deaf people to be with mem-

bers of their own community and the continued signifi cance of transnational sites for 

the articulation of Deafhood.

I had the pleasure of participating in the 1996 Nordic Deaf Youth Camp in Kinsarvik, 

a community of little over four hundred people located deep in the mountains and fjords 

of western Norway. During the weeklong camp, we seventy-odd Deaf young adults (ages 

eighteen to thirty) became a signifi cant percentage of the town’s population, transforming 

it into a Deafcentric space. On the fi nal day of the camp, after the last busload of campers 

left, I wandered around the campsite, now a depleted shell. The campsite’s hearing owners 

came out of the woodwork and set about tidying up the place for the next set of guests. My 

three travel companions, one Russian, one Dane, one Norwegian, and myself, an Ameri-

can, drove home with little left to say to one another; all sharing an unarticulated feeling 

of longing, a sense that something signifi cant had ended and now we were back to the 

regular pattern of our lives.
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This feeling of dislocation and longing after a large-scale Deaf event seems to be a 

fairly common phenomenon, as is the jarring feeling one experiences upon seeing a 

formerly Deaf physical space transformed into a hearing space. Sites of today’s World’s 

Congress of the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD), quadrennial meetings attended 

by several thousand people, are Deafcentric sites for several days, then emptied of their 

Deaf character immediately afterwards. Unlike diaspora populations, Deaf people do 

not live their lives in the expectation of some end point where all Deaf people will come 

together in a homeland.14 Rather, Deaf people go to preselected geographical locations 

to establish temporary physical communities of Deaf people. These temporary spaces 

provide Deaf people an environment where being Deaf becomes a standard way of 

being.

The centrality of transnational Deaf spaces in maintaining a sense of coequality is 

important here. These spaces bring fresh insights into specifi c Deaf localities needing 

points of comparison for their own lives lacking in the larger society physically around 

them. Arjun Appadurai’s use of the word locality seems to fi t in with this type of inter-

action. Appadurai conceives of locality as existing in a form that is “primarily relational 

and contextual rather than as scalar or spatial . . . constituted by a series of links be-

tween the sense of social immediacy, the technologies of interactivity, and the relativity 

of contexts.”15 Within temporary localities constructed at Deaf events, Deaf people fi nd 

a space to express Deafhood, fully aware that this space exists beside a contact zone 

containing philosophies with different degrees of understanding — and tolerance — of 

Deaf people.16 It might be possible to call Deaf localities translocal, functioning as 

nodes in larger transnational fl ows of knowledge on Deaf people.17 Interactions that are 

intensely localized in time and space exist alongside and are infl uenced by previously 

formed Deaf localities, potentially separated by one or both of the twin elements of 

time and geography. Attendees at the most recent WFD Congress bring together ideas 

from their home settings, from previous WFD Congresses or other transnational gath-

erings, and from interactions with one another. All of these settings come together in 

one space, and interactions within this space bring together multiple viewpoints cen-

tered around a common theme: the experience of being Deaf. Transnational Deaf lo-

calities are continually changing articulations of coequality derived from a multiplicity 

of sources within the global Deaf world and from contact zone interactions with non-

Deaf societies. Coequality positions Deaf people as being cognizant of (and incorpo-

rating ideas from) discourse both from the societies in which they live and from their 

transnational Deaf counterparts.

Approaching Transnational Studies

So far I’ve tossed out some terms — coequality, contact zones, and (trans)localities— that 

I think may prove useful in understanding Deaf lives. While Martha’s Vineyard may or 

may not have once been a sign language mecca, most Deaf people do not live their lives 

in anticipation of its return.18 Rather, Deaf people aim for a state of coequality in which 

they participate in non-Deaf societies while simultaneously creating temporary, situ-

ational localities in which to express their Deafhood. These localities, I contend below, 
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cannot be seen as existing solely in the boundaries of a single nation-state. I offer below 

three points on Deaf transnationalism, with some questions.

de a f ev en ts highl ight de a fhood

The Nordic Youth Camp and the WFD Congress examples above point to the signifi -

cance of Deaf-centered events for Deaf lives. It is at these events that Deaf people can 

highlight the Deaf aspect of their identities. The Deaf community is a largely decentral-

ized community that forms in specifi c geographical spaces only at prearranged times, 

most often at events enacted for Deaf people (often by Deaf people themselves). How 

does the inherently temporary nature of most Deaf events affect Deaf people’s construc-

tions of their lives? Are Deaf events a temporary respite from the process of living in a 

contact zone? Are these events constructed by individuals as the primary events in their 

lives, with their geographical microlocations (hearing workplace/neighborhoods) and 

contact zone interactions playing a lesser role in a hierarchy of importance they accord 

to events in their own lives? What similarities/differences emerge in the articulation 

of Deafhood/coequality in different localities? How does Deafhood change in explic-

itly transnational contexts (for example, WFD Congresses) as opposed to local contexts 

with transnational infl uences?

common globa l discourses spur tactic a l ly mobil e r esponses

In 1883 Alexander Graham Bell addresses the U.S. National Academy of Sciences on the 

possibility of the “formation of a deaf-mute variety of the human race.” Intense discussion 

ensued among scientists, educators, and the general public about the best way to prevent 

this from occurring, with a number of infl uential thinkers suggesting Deaf-Deaf mar-

riages ought to be discouraged by a variety of means. Deaf Briton R. Armour, in his address 

to Deaf men from nearly a dozen countries at the 1889 Paris Congress, concluded his sum-

mary of British objections to restrictions on Deaf-Deaf marriages with the comment, “It 

is scarcely necessary for me to enlarge on any of these [objections] since I know that your 

own sentiments coincide with mine.” 19

Armour felt comfortable making such a claim because he and his contemporaries 

were responding to a single discourse perpetuated by people utilizing the same global 

grid of scientifi c knowledge — eugenic science — to advance their aims. The ideas used 

by Deaf people to respond to this discourse had what Ann Laura Stoler calls tactical mo-

bility.20 Tactically mobile ideas are those formed in one setting that are transferable to 

other settings. While specifi c national contexts may predicate specifi c local responses, 

these responses are then transmitted to other localities, to be adapted to and adopted 

by Deaf people experiencing similar mechanisms of control elsewhere. Tactical mobil-

ity thus highlights not only Deaf transnationalism but also commonalities in the experi-

ence of being hearing when faced with a Deaf world.

Of particular interest in this vein is that mechanisms devised by hearing people to 

control Deaf people’s lives slip so easily from their points of origin to other sites. Tech-

nologies of hearing improvement are a classic example of a transnational phenom-

enon impacting Deaf people in different countries: the hearing aid and cochlear im-

plant did not sit quietly within the nations in which they were invented, but quickly 
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spread to all areas of the world.21 With a transnational study of audism, for example, 

the task would not be limited to looking at the different trajectories audism takes in the 

United States and Britain, to pick two countries at random, but would explore which 

aspects of audism operate regardless of national boundaries, while paying attention 

to the forms audism adapts itself to in response to context-specifi c circumstances. Ex-

ploring the commonalties of Deaf lives across national borders may enable us to un-

cover previously overlooked transnational instruments of rule and resistance that may 

be obscured in single national contexts.22

tr a nsnationa l circuits of k now l edge production

In 1890, Deaf Briton Francis Maginn took a leading role in the “formation of an Associa-

tion on American lines” that was to become the British Deaf and Dumb Association. His 

argument for the necessity of the association drew on the accomplishments of the Deaf 

American delegation to the International Congress in Paris. For their part, American Deaf 

people found themselves having to “follow instead of leading” when they discovered Mag-

inn’s conference was attended by representatives from different Deaf Societies, as opposed 

to the U.S. National Association of the Deaf conventions that were “heterogeneous gather-

ings of men and women who represent nothing but their individual opinions.” 23

A British conference, emerging from observations among British Deaf men at the 

Paris International Congress and following the American example, ended up infl uenc-

ing Americans themselves. Sometimes, ideas did not merely transmit; they ricocheted 

across transnational circuits into different localities.24 Nineteenth-century Deaf people 

often wrote on issues of concern to their national communities in a framework that in-

cluded frequent references to similar problems faced by Deaf people in other nations. 

Transnational networks produce knowledge on what it means to be Deaf in different 

translocalities, localities that serve in turn as nodes in which ideas from different sources 

intermingle, are reshaped, and are sent on (or not). Can we identify the nodes, institu-

tions, and individuals operating on twenty-fi rst-century Deaf circuits of knowledge pro-

duction? How is coequality articulated in these circuits? Which localities (if any) lie out-

side these circuits and why? What are the possible consequences of participation in/

exclusion from circuits of knowledge production in today’s Deaf world?

Transnational work will no doubt uncover previously overlooked commonalities 

between Deaf communities situated in different national spaces. To give just two ex-

amples: Why does nearly every national association of Deaf people place offi cial recog-

nition of their sign language by the government high on its list of political aims? Like-

wise, why is it that — at least in every Western nation I have had the opportunity to test 

this out in — the standard Deaf to Deaf individual attention-getting method consists of 

precisely two taps on a shoulder? The task here is not really to explain “who came fi rst” 

but to ask why these similarities occur. Because of a “touch of nature”? A shared expe-

rience of living as visual minorities? If these similarities are the result of cross-national 

pollination, why do extranational infl uences fi nd such fertile ground in different Deaf 

localities? While exploring similarities, we should take care not to do our studies in a te-

leological model that presumes any one existing national Deaf community as a model 

to which others will inevitably evolve. Similarities should be studied as manifestations 
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of specifi c phenomena that cut across national boundaries, not as inevitable steps in a 

historical evolution.

Of course, differences do exist. Most Deaf Malawians live lives very different from 

those of most Deaf Canadians. I emphasize similarities in this essay because it is easy 

to fall back into simplistic nation-based narratives of development with certain Deaf 

communities on an apex of successful integration into national societies (“We have the 

ADA/relay services, etc.”) to which other countries need to catch up. Or comparisons 

that presume Deaf lives depend solely on the societies in which they live (“Scandinavian 

Deaf people are so lucky. Their socialist societies provide for everything!”). It is easier to 

fi nd national differences in Deaf people’s lives than to understand transnational simi-

larities. Whether these differences are due to national/geographical factors or to some 

overlooked variations in Deafhood is another question for us to explore. In doing so, 

scholars should also keep in mind how social, ethnic, and economic hierarchies struc-

ture transnational interactions among Deaf people. Where were African American Deaf 

people at the 1893 World’s Congress? Are Malawian Deaf people able to fi nd their way 

into contemporary Deaf transnational conversations often dominated by developed 

countries? How do these exclusions hinder, even distort, the effi cacy of transnational 

circuits of knowledge production among Deaf people?

The Future of Coequality: Some Questions Currently without Answers

The exhibit fl oor at the 2000 U.S. National Association of the Deaf convention presented 

a visitor with an array of Deaf-owned fi rms selling Deaf products from friends  ear-

rings to teddy bears signing ily . Next to these expressions of cultural distinctiveness were 

businesses marketing different forms of assimilation into non-Deaf society: computerized 

avatar interpreters, cochlear implants, and telecommunications relay services.

Deaf people today still affi rm the ability of Deaf people to live Deaf-centered lives 

while simultaneously exploring different forms of coequality with non-Deaf societies. 

This overlapping duality of cultural distinctiveness and individual assimilation is a 

dominant organizing principle of the contemporary Deaf world. Yet, with advances in 

genetic engineering progressing rapidly, we may face a time when the physical fact of 

deafness becomes not an accident of nature but the product of a conscious choice. Do 

individuals whose families made this choice still have a claim to state largesse (in the 

form of relay services, interpreter services, state-funded schools for Deaf people) largely 

based on a benevolence model? Are both sides of coequality sustainable?

If citizenship is predicated on participation in larger society, and participation in our 

contemporary society is now increasingly oriented toward the consumption of goods 

and services, then what does it mean to be Deaf in a consumerist society? We are see-

ing increasingly powerful corporate entities (some Deaf-controlled, many with Deaf 

employees) become major sponsors of events organized by political advocacy organi-

zations for Deaf people. Dougherty claimed Deaf people found power through com-

munity organizations. How has commercialization affected Deaf community organiza-

tions built on notions of representative democracy? Today, corporations offer a variety 

of services centered around both conceptualizations of Deaf as a culture and of deaf 
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as a disability, providing consumers with a menu of services ranging from American 

Sign Language classes to job-training services. Understandings of Deaf people based on 

both assimilation and cultural distinction are today being manufactured and sold, often 

by Deaf people themselves. How does coequality change when it becomes a commod-

ity packaged and sold by businesses oriented toward institutional profi t? What happens 

when ways of being Deaf are commodifi ed and sold? Globalization may foster transna-

tional meetings among Deaf people, but how do the discourses within these meetings 

change due to consumerism?

Beyond the Nation-State into . . . an Understanding of Deaf Lives?

Nkhata Bay, Malawi, 1998: I sit on a small beach on the shores of Lake Malawi, watching 

my laundry dry on the sand in front of the thatched hut I’ve rented for a few days. A thin 

Malawian approaches me. The dust on his pants indicates he has walked a long distance 

and the neat, but worn, clothes on his slim frame tell me he is either a farmer or fi sher-

man, earning an income without resorting to the tourist trade. Our eyes meet and he lifts 

his right hand to his face to ask, “Deaf?”

What role can transnational studies play in understanding the structures of Deaf 

lives? I would suggest that restricting ourselves to nation-based narratives is not, on its 

own, suffi cient for us to fully understand what it means to be Deaf. Utilizing a trans-

national fi eld of study enables Deaf Studies to discover just what it is that is most Deaf 

about being Deaf. More than a mere “touch of nature,” being Deaf is the dominant fac-

tor in ways of organizing individual and community lives that contain remarkable simi-

larities across national boundaries. An aspect of this similarity no doubt comes about 

because of similar patterns of domination through global scientifi c and pedagogical 

discourses aimed against Deaf people’s cultural expression. But there is something 

more — Deaf people fi nd real value in the lived experiences of their Deaf counterparts 

in different nations, willingly incorporating extranational productions of Deafhood into 

their own translocal personas. Transnational studies of Deaf people may end up clari-

fying similarities in Deaf lives, similarities obscured by nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-

tury ideologies privileging distinctiveness based on the imagined boundaries of nation-

states. What does it mean to be Deaf — to live as a visual minority in an auditory world? 

Transnational Deaf Studies can guide us to multiple possible answers to this question.
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 6. Sound and Belonging: What Is a Community?

H I L D E  H AUA L A N D

What Is Sound?

Where do we belong? How do we belong? How do we belong to each other — and how 

do we belong to the world? Questions about “What is human?” include questions about 

how human beings differ from other animals, and the answer to this question has often 

been that human beings have a language that is qualitatively different from the lan-

guages of other animals. Language does not only make humans human, language also 

makes human beings able to connect to each other, to name and categorize the world. 

Languages contribute to a sense of belonging to other human beings and to the world, 

whether through speech or signed language. Communities create languages and lan-

guage creates images of communities that eventually also are defi ned as societies or 

states.1

Traditionally, language has been confused with speech. Assertions like “language is at 

home in the audible, which, unlike the visible, is its natural medium of communication”2

are not unusual, and witness fi rst of all to a confusion of speech, sound, and language. 

Linguists studying signed languages have contributed to a revised understanding of 

human languages, and within linguistic fi elds speech is now considered one of the pos-

sible modalities of human languages. While the confusion of language and speech is 

no longer so substantial among linguists, there is still a long way to go before the pre-

sumed “natural” status of speech as the only true human language is deconstructed also 

within other scientifi c fi elds as well as with laymen.3 Assertions of the “natural” status 

of speech thus provoke several questions. Why is the audible perceived as the  natural 

form of communication? Is it just because a vast majority in the world communicates 

in audible languages? Or could there be something about the audible — the experience 

of sounds themselves — that causes such blur? What is so “natural” about speech, if it in 

fact is only one of the possible modalities of human languages?

In an attempt to answer these questions, I will take a step back and look at one prop-

erty of speech. Speech has an attribute that is inherently a part of it — namely sound — that 

makes it different from sign languages. In my approach, I will not discuss the meanings 

of the particular sounds in languages, but rather look for the metaphysics of sound. With 

the lenses of a Deaf social anthropologist I ask: What is sound? Being an outsider in a 

hearing world, I am like other Deaf people “within hearing culture, but not of it.”4 My re-

lationship to sounds is thus rather abstract. Through the process of listening, a hearing 

person most often hears things rather than sounds and “commit[s] what psychologists 

call the ‘experience error,’ which means that what we know to be in things themselves 



112 H I L D E  H A U A L A N D

we immediately take as being in our consciousness of them. We make perception out 

of things perceived.”5 Deaf people may hear sounds, but rarely things, which means 

that we may perceive without making perceptions. According to Heidegger, “to hear a 

sound as sound was to hear badly.”6 This is a quotation that probably perfectly fi ts the 

experience of sound of quite a lot of deaf and hard-of-hearing people. Many deaf peo-

ple do in fact have some experience with sounds. But deaf people’s ways of “listening” 

are detached from the things that make the sounds; we are diverted from the sources of 

sound, so what some of us, unlike many hearing people, more easily can do is to “listen 

abstractly” to the few sounds some can hear. Hearing people are continuously and most 

often unavoidably and unconsciously interpreting the sounds they hear. The ability to 

abstract ourselves from the experience of sounds may give deaf and profoundly hard-of-

hearing people a different perspective in the metaphysical study of sound.

In addition to the questions posed above, I will also take a look at how sounds and 

the experience of hearing sounds are described and explained through language. Also, I 

will discuss if sound itself (not only speech) has any implications for how human beings 

connect themselves, not only to each other but also to the world. Finally, like speech has 

had an enormous impact on the way language is studied, I will ask if sound plays a role 

in how human communities are constructed and studied.

I will seek some answers to these questions through three angles. The fi rst goes 

through an exploration of descriptions of sound and use of metaphors of sound in lan-

guage. Next, I will discuss how common life patterns of Deaf people reveal alternative 

ways of bonding and community building. Finally, I will round up with a discussion 

about the traditional view about what a community is, based on discussions of which 

fi elds social anthropologists have studied. Like studies of sign language have altered the 

understanding of what language is, studies of communities that establish connections 

through vision or other channels than the audible may challenge the understanding of 

what a community is.

Sound Is the Message

When people listen, they rarely hear sounds alone. Rather they hear the sources of the 

sound, and when they listen truly, they hear things, not sounds. They hear sea or the 

storm, not merely a roar; bells, not a ringing; an apple, not a falling; and the sensation 

of hearing does not stop at the sensation itself, but reaches out toward the source of the 

sound.7 People do not listen to a sound without knowing how to “assimilate its place in 

relation to all other activity of the world, how to react to it, how to talk about it, how to 

know its relationship to other sounds.”8 The urge to interpret sounds is so strong that 

when the source of a sound remains unidentifi ed, the sensation could be unsatisfy-

ing, disquieting. Unidentifi ed sound “impels us to listen, to try to discover the mate-

rial source of the sound, and we will not rest until we have succeeded in associating 

what we hear with something visible-tangible. In this way we perceive the entire audi-

ble world, as an adjunct to the world of visible and tangible things, as though wrapped 

around it.”9
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The notion of “wrapping” is interesting. It testifi es to a comprehension of sound as 

a kind of metaphysical stuffi ng between the visible-tangible objects and the body. It is 

as if sound fi lls out the space between the seeing person and the visible and tangible 

things. While a person’s spatialized gaze creates distance and confi rms the presence of 

objects-in-the-world, sound, by contrast, penetrates the individual and creates a sense 

of communication and participation and reaches out to the source of the sound. Unlike 

light, the sound from the object is “a dimension of experience in and of itself.”10 There 

is no concept that stands to visual sensations like “sound” stands to audible sensations. 

Light makes things visible and helps sight to confi rm the appearance of visible and tan-

gible objects. The difference between what is seen and what is heard is not only about 

the physical or metaphysical properties of light and sound, but it is about the percep-

tual “principles that determine which categories of objects are placed in the foreground 

of sight and hearing respectively.”11 What Rée calls the grammar or semantics of percep-

tual experience is quite different to sight and hearing respectively. Except in the cases 

when one looks at the stars, at a blazing fi re or the taillights of cars, one looks at the 

things that light makes visible, rather than at the light itself. Contrary to the grammar of 

seeing is the grammar of hearing; what one hears is always either sounds or sources of 

sound, not objects.12 The very material property of sound is air waves, not just a mere 

refl ection of the site of production of the sound. The sound is itself a relation, a connec-

tion between a source of sound and the ear; sound is a medium that itself is a message, 

or with McLuhan’s famous statement: “The medium is the message.”13 With reference to 

Zuckerkandl,14 Stoller writes about the effect of sound on bodies:

the laws governing sound movements . . . have one thing in common: they are dynamic, re-

ferring to “states not objects, to relations between tensions, not to positions between, to ten-

dencies, not to magnitudes.” Taking this logical sequence one step further, “the forces that act 

in the tonal world manifest themselves through bodies but not upon bodies.” In this sense, a 

tone or an incantation is not a conveyor of action, as Malinowski would have said; rather it is

action.15

So when the audible is rendered the natural form of communication, it may not only 

be because a majority in the world communicates through audible languages. Rather, 

it may be because the sound itself is the message people hear, while they interpret the 

meaning of the messages in a process of listening. Confusing language with speech may 

thus be a consequence of the metaphysics of sound. The sound of the phonemes in lan-

guage, not their words, is the message. The power is not in the words as carriers of ref-

erential meaning, but in the sounds of the words; sound is the action. Thus, a phenom-

enological glance at sound reveals that the sound is the message, not only the conveyor 

of the message. Sound is a noun, and it is a verb.

When one listens, one actually tries to interpret the messages of sound, and it is in 

the process of listening that sounds are given meaning. It is only in the process of listen-

ing that one is able to interpret these sounds, to assimilate their place in relation to all 

other activities of the world, evaluate them, know how to react to them and how to talk 
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about them, and know their relationship to other sounds. Listening must be learned, 

and the interpretation and signifi cance of various sounds are almost always a ques-

tion of learned culture and social values added to the sound.16 The process of listen-

ing, however, should not be confused with the embodied sensory experience of hearing 

sounds.

Sound in Language

Our observations and interpretations of the world are only made possible through the 

sensory experiences of the body. It is not possible to describe the world without being 

predisposed and biased — both mentally and bodily. The body itself is a condition and 

a premise in how the world is sensed, but as we grow and learn, culturally learned val-

ues also infl uence how we understand our sensations. George Lakoff and Mark John-

son show through various examples how the human body and our sensomotoric ex-

periences infl uence the way we perceive, classify, and speak of the world.17 Rather than 

clinging to the traditional folk view that the world makes systematic sense, and that we 

can gain knowledge about it through using our senses, they state that reason is funda-

mentally embodied, and that “categorization is therefore a consequence of how we are 

embodied. . . . Categorization is, for the most part, not a product of conscious, ‘objec-

tive’ reasoning. We categorize as we do because we have the brains and bodies we have 

and because we interact in the world the way we do.”18 Language, in turn, infl uences the 

ways we think, which eventually also have impacts on how we interpret perceptions. 

The concepts in language thus refl ect embodied experiences, and Lakoff and Johnson 

reveal how language is a fl ourish of metaphors that directly or indirectly can be traced 

back to an embodied sensation or experience of a phenomenon.19 Some of the exam-

ples they give of how primary metaphors are refl ected in language are expressions like 

“Tomorrow is a big day,” “The colors aren’t quite the same, but they’re close,” “Prices are 

high,” and “I see what you mean.” These expressions are all using physical references to 

explain nontangible emotions or considerations. The latter expression, for example, is 

referring to the primary metaphor of “Seeing Is Knowing,” where the primary experi-

ence is getting information through vision. The expressions are then used as if prices are 

high, and as if one actually can see what another person means.

Lakoff and Johnson mostly discuss metaphors based on visual or tactile senses. 

Sound metaphors are almost entirely overlooked in Philosophy in the Flesh,20 and it 

could be asked why. It could be that if the sounds that are heard are identifi ed with their 

sources, not as messages and experiences in and of themselves, the process of hearing 

may be confused with the process of listening. Meaning is given to the things people 

hear, not to the sounds themselves. The authors may actually have overlooked that how 

people hear before they listen contributes to the construction and categorization of the 

world. The book does not mention any primary metaphors referring to primary experi-

ences of sounds, so there was a need to go to language itself to fi nd these. Baffl ed and 

intrigued by the lack of sound metaphors in the otherwise interesting book, I started 

to search such metaphors in the languages by which I am surrounded. Being a native 

signer of Norwegian Sign Language and an everyday reader and writer of Norwegian, I 
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fi rst started my quest for metaphors of sound in the languages that were closest to me. 

Therefore, the discussion of sound metaphors in language will start with examples from 

Scandinavian and North European languages.

A most striking metaphor of sound in these languages is høre sammen (Norwegian), 

höra tilsammans (Swedish), erbij horen (Dutch), zusammen gehören (German), and 

kuulua yhteen (Finnish). The literal translation of all of these expressions would be hear 

together or hear same. Actually, they are widely used concepts that mean belong, con-

nected or related to. Another word in Norwegian, with similar concepts in the other 

mentioned languages, is tilhørighet, in which the core is the word “hear.” This is the 

concept for belonging or connectedness. Finding concepts for belonging that do not 

include the core “hear” invite us to considerable linguistic roundabouts in the men-

tioned languages. Since Norwegian, Swedish, Danish, German, and Dutch are related 

languages, it is interesting to register that Finnish, belonging to a different family of lan-

guages than the others, also uses the concept of “hear” to name belonging. In English, 

the relationship between hearing and belonging is not so explicit, but examples of simi-

lar notions of sound are not hard to fi nd. Connectedness or belonging is expressed in 

sayings like I am all ears to announce attention, he listened carefully to underline seri-

ousness or close attention. If one has not heard from somebody in a long time, it indi-

cates that one has lost contact with this person. Also telephone producers Nokia and 

Sony Ericsson have mottos that underline connectivity or relationships. Nokia claims 

that they are “Connecting people,” while Sony Ericsson helps to “Make yourself heard.” 

Even though cell phones can send visual messages, the transmission of sounds must 

still be seen as the core feature of a telephone, mobile or not. The invention of the tele-

phone was in fact a result of the work of Alexander Graham Bell, who intended to invent 

a machine that could help deaf people hear. Instead, he made hearing people able to 

connect through sounds also at a distance and reinforced the signifi cance of sound in 

the communication between hearing people.

While metaphors of hearing seem to refer to senses of belonging or connectedness 

in the languages mentioned, sound is used as a metaphor in adjectives for phenomena 

and things that are conceived as fi rm, steady, or solid in English. Using sound as an ad-

jective, as in a business being on sound footing or in sound asleep, gives connotations to 

the idea of something solid, which also is used in the sense of something tangible. It is as 

if the sound itself is sound, like in Zuckerkandl’s notion of sound as a wrapping.21 Sound

is not only a noun and a verb; it is an adjective, too.

These expressions, and how sounds and hearing are used in these languages, con-

fi rm the descriptions of audible sensations others who have probed into the phenom-

enology of sound, like Zuckerkandl, Stoller, and Rée, try to give.22 Metaphors of sound 

and hearing express that something or somebody is connected and fi t the embodied 

experience of hearing people that sound is the message that connects them to each 

other. Sound is action, it penetrates the individual and creates a sense of communica-

tion and participation and reaches out to the source of the sound.23 The sound is itself a 

relation, a connection between a source of sound and the ear; sound is a medium that 

itself is a message, a message that connects hearing people to each other and the world. 

When people hear (the) same or hear together, they sense that they belong to each other 
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by sharing the same audible sensations. People who belong to each other hear the same 

or hear together and form communities where they hear the same languages, voices, 

noises, and music. They also see the same objects, but the sounds they hear together

create a sense of connection to the things they see and to each other.

What people do, and what I have done so far in this text, is to describe sound as if

it actually was sound and hearing that connected people to the world. The discourse 

that identifi es sound as if it creates connections pervades our construction of self and 

world. The idea of sound as connective is an embodied concept that “makes use of the 

sensorimotor system of our brains. Much of conceptual inference is, therefore, sen-

sorimotor inference.”24 Sensorimotor inferences leading to the belief that sound cre-

ates connectedness, based on the embodied experience of sound, do not invite ques-

tions — until deaf people, by their very existence, confront the world with the possibility 

of living without sounds and construct lives, connections, belonging, communication, 

and communities based on visuality and sight.

The Difference

From early onset, human lives are, among other things, about fi nding people with 

whom one can communicate. To deaf people, these people have rarely been found in 

the family or neighborhood. By far most deaf people are born into families in which 

they are different from their parents, and only a minority has Deaf parents. Tradition-

ally, an early experience of many deaf people is a sense of difference from their fami-

lies.25 They communicate differently and perceive the world differently from the people 

who are supposed to be the closest — the family. The family members most often use 

their ability to hear the sounds around them to create connections with other people 

and to explain and relate to the world. A deaf person will use his or her ability to see to 

perceive the world and to create connections and relations. It is not the lack of hearing

that foremost defi nes a deaf child’s experience of the world, but the strong presence of 

sight, and next an experience of difference from the people that are supposed to be the 

closest, their parents.

A Deaf elderly woman’s story about how she discovered that she was different may 

illustrate this point, and in particular also the way she tells this story. Her name is Kari, 

and her story is a kind of telling that is very often told among Deaf people — about the 

moment when they found out they were deaf or different from their family, if born into 

a hearing family. The story shows that deaf people with no or little experiences with 

sounds do not necessarily share the general ideas of sounds and the role sounds might 

play in connecting hearing people to the world. Kari’s story of discovering her difference 

from her parents is from a visit to a hospital in the 1930s. Her mother had been encour-

aged to take her to the hospital when she realized that Kari did not give the expected 

response to her surroundings. Kari tells:

When I was three, I traveled to the State Hospital with my mother. First, we took the bus to 

Kristiansand, and then we were traveling on a boat along the coast all the way to Oslo. We 

drove a taxi to the State Hospital. I was overwhelmed, and all the houses were so tall. I had 
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never seen such houses before. We walked inside. The ceilings were so high, and there were 
loads of pipes and cords under the roofs, and I wondered what all this was. Then we entered 
the doctor’s offi ce. He looked at me and he was nice. He told me to sit down at a high table, and 
used his hands to say that. And I climbed up. My mother was just crying, she cried and cried. 
She was sitting right in front of me, and we were facing each other. I looked around, but I could 
not see anything, the doctor had left. So I just sat there waiting.26

Kari certainly understood that something was wrong, but she did not know exactly 

what made her mother cry. But the mother’s reaction was also Kari’s fi rst realization that 

something was wrong. She was the center between her mother and the doctor, and she 

somehow realized that her mother’s sorrow had something to do with her. She might 

have been feeling that she was not like her mother wanted her to be. This story, which 

Kari used to introduce herself before an interview, can be understood as a story about 

the fi rst experience of a basic difference between herself and her mother. But what this 

difference consisted of she did not realize until later. When she as a grown-up tells about 

the episode at the State Hospital, she also explains why she was “different.” Without 

pausing, she continues, but now in a retrospective manner:

Later, I understood that the doctor had told my mother to just look at, not behind me, just 
right at me. Then he took a bell, because he was to test my hearing to see if I could hear or not. 
It was a huge bell, big and heavy. And I heard nothing. I just sat there waiting. And mom just 
cried and cried. After a while I turned around, and the bell was right beside me. I leapt into 
the air when I saw that big bell the doctor was swinging back and forth. I was wondering a lot 
about what this was.

She was using the perspective of a three-year-old child when telling about the journey 

and the fi rst sight of the Hospital and the doctor, but in the retrospective explanation 

she takes the perspective of her mother. Using perspectives is an important grammat-

ical element of telling stories or about episodes in sign languages. It gives important 

information about the people present in a story, and it is a way of adding texture and 

context. The episode at the Hospital is partly given meaning through the mother’s per-

spective, as it was the mother who cried because Kari did not hear. Kari only understood 

something was wrong, without knowing why. When she says “And I heard nothing,” this 

is a later interpretation of what happened when she was three. When she was a deaf tod-

dler, she probably had no idea of hearing or sound. But when she as an adult woman 

tells this story, the story and the experience of difference have quite another context 

than when she was three, and she is now able to tell why her mother cried. But as this 

part of the story is told, it also indicates some kind of distance to the mother’s reaction. 

The mother wailed over her daughter’s hearing loss. The loss of hearing meant that she 

would not be able to communicate with or be connected to her daughter in the same 

way as she could communicate with and relate to Kari’s siblings. To Kari however, the 

realization of difference — not the lack of hearing — was crucial to this story. This part of 

Kari’s story about herself is about feeling different. She continues her story with a story 

of departure or transition. Kari tells about entering the deaf institute in Oslo just before 

World War II. She had to travel far away from her parents’ home to get to the school.
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I turned seven in June and I started fi rst grade in the fall the same year. Dad came with me. We 

got there by boat, and dad gave me candy. When we arrived, we were met by a cheerful little 

heavy-set lady, Ms. Larsen, who became my fi rst teacher. She was kind. She welcomed us, she 

gave me a hug. Held my hand, and then we entered the classroom. There were no students 

there at that moment. They were all outside. I think it was a break, or it was in the afternoon, 

I don’t know. I held my father’s hand the entire time they spoke together, and I was standing 

quiet, watching. I looked at the blackboard. There I found a white little thing and wondered 

what that was. I drew with it on the blackboard, I thought that was fun. There was already 

something written on it, but I was unable to understand what it was. All the time, I made sure 

that dad wouldn’t leave me, I held his hand. Looked around, but always made sure that dad 

was sitting there. Then the teacher came and asked me to come with her. I understood some 

of it. She said “come and see something fun,” partly with her hands, partly with her mouth. 

I came with her, and forgot about dad. I thought he’d sit and wait for me. So I came with the 

teacher into the bathroom. She asked me to come and look down in the toilet. I was wonder-

ing what it was. I had never seen a water toilet that one could fl ush. At home, we only had 

an outdoor toilet. Here, it was a toilet where one could pull a string, and I’d never seen any-

thing like that before. I laughed and laughed and thought it was funny. The teacher asked me 

to come, and we returned to the classroom, but dad was gone. I yelled “dad, dad,” screamed 

and shouted, ran around to different rooms, but dad was gone. He had left. It hurt. I cried and 

cried, I think I cried for 3–4 days before it became better. I asked for daddy all the time.

Sander writes that such a “parting” upon entering a Deaf boarding school was common, 

also for those starting school later than Kari did.27 Many deaf children experienced a 

major breakup when they entered school, and this breakup takes on the character of 

a rite of passage as it is retold. Many of the children didn’t have a language before they 

started school, and “the white years” is an expression that is used in Norwegian about 

the years prior to entering a school for the deaf. Without a tool (language) to think with, 

the memories from the fi rst years of life are often vague. For many of the children, meet-

ing other kids using sign language became their fi rst en counter with a language they 

could learn spontaneously. Starting school thus be comes a transition from a life without 

language to a life where relationships built on linguistic commun ication with others is 

made possible. Starting school may also mark separation from the safe and familiar at 

home. The transition lasts for a brief period (for Kari, a few days), and the students then 

fi nd themselves comfortable in school, fi nding a new kind of safety among their fellow 

pupils and with some of the staff.

Some time went by, and things got better. Ms. Larsen was my teacher, but only for fi ve years. 

She was the best teacher I’ve ever had.

Ms. Larsen, the teacher present when Kari’s dad left, partially inherits the role that 

Kari’s parents had, and Kari develops a close relation to her for the fi rst years at the in-

stitute. Deaf people often experience a departure from home or the closest geographi-

cal surroundings in order to meet communication partners. Some experience a sense 

of belonging or sameness the fi rst time they meet other signers, for example in school. 

Hence, the sense of belonging has, to many Deaf and hard-of-hearing people, been of 
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translocal nature, like Kari’s story also reveals. To meet other people with whom one can 

communicate freely and spontaneously, moving or traveling to another place, often a 

school with other sign language users, is the only solution for many Deaf people. Their 

lives are, from the moment they experience this belonging to people at distant places, 

translocal: they belong both at home and to the place where the school, and eventu-

ally later also where a smaller or larger Deaf community, is. In his doctoral dissertation, 

Breivik showed how many of his informants had life stories where translocal practices 

were crucial, and found “aspects of a strong translocal drive where identity conforming 

aspects were strongly connected to the reported praxis of communication with people 

that did not (regularly) live in their copresence.”28 Many had stories about travels away 

from the family, a quest for like-minded people at other places than where they were 

born. Several spent much time, effort, and money to travel to meeting places and events 

where many Deaf people meet. Some of the life stories were like travelogues, where the 

continuous traveling and meeting new people were crucial. Breivik also observed weak 

territorial anchorage in relation to present residences, neighborhoods, and biological 

families (and place of birth).29 Rather, Deaf people make connections to and identifi ca-

tion with people at distant places, and a Deaf stranger may feel like a closer acquain-

tance than the hearing neighbors next door. The Deaf community is characterized by 

its scattered translocality, where the members may live at a quite large geographical dis-

tance from each other. In its transitory and temporary meeting places, the communica-

tive basis for constructing communities is put in the foreground. Many do not share an 

everyday life, and only meet occasionally: once a week, once a month, or once a year. 

Many confuse sharing a culture with sharing a place, and this may explain why peo-

ple unfamiliar with Deaf communities have diffi culties believing that Deaf people con-

stitute a culture and make communities. There’s no obvious “place” for Deaf Culture. 

There are no obvious places where sounds can be shared or heard together. By using 

“hearing” concepts of belonging through sounds, we are in danger of ignoring what 

is one of the basic features of the Deaf Culture: its meeting places are transitory and 

temporary, yet it exists in the everyday life of Deaf people. The embodied experience 

of belonging may thus be experienced differently by hearing and Deaf people respec-

tively. To hearing people, part of their belonging is through hearing the same sounds 

as the people to whom they live close. A Deaf person might from an early age have a 

dislocated and another embodied experience of belonging, since Deaf people in fact 

do not hear the same as the hearing people surrounding them. The Deaf quest for be-

longing might be dislocated and not connected to a particular geographical site, but to-

ward other sign language users or visual people. Deaf people, who live scattered, meet 

and continue to meet at long distances and scattered settlement. Meeting at temporary 

events like festivals, sports games, or national or transnational congresses eventually 

leads to a more intense realization of Deaf Culture and the value of (visual) communica-

tion. By this means, the events have consequences for the Deaf community far beyond 

the actual time span of the games themselves or the people who actually participate, 

and the networks of the Deaf community are transcended. The Deaf community could 

be perceived as a global community, which “is not a place, but a process.”30 The centers
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of this community move constantly, by the ever-shifting locations of the large transna-

tional events like the biennial Deaf World Games and the quadrennial Deaf World Con-

gresses. This also challenges the notion of a defi ned geographical place as the prime site 

for social life. Hearing people have of course also traveled, but they have had the ability 

to make ties at the place where they live, too. To Deaf people and the Deaf community, 

the traveling is necessary, and Deaf people meeting each other across long distances are 

the glue in the Deaf community. Deaf people learn from each other, and reinforce the 

Deaf ways and visual perspectives of life. The cross-national Deaf marriages are innu-

merable, and so are Deaf friendships across national borders and continents. Without 

traveling and the temporary meeting places, the Deaf community would not have been 

what it is like today.

Hearing people’s quest for “integrating” or “including” Deaf people might be based 

in their auditive sense of belonging because this is their embodied way of making re-

lations. Their attempts to “include” Deaf people and make Deaf people hear same too 

often results in oppression of the Deaf-embodied ways of perceiving, mapping, and 

learning about the world. At the same time, Deaf people’s quests for belonging and 

equals might fi nd a route away from those who hear together, and dislocated identifi ca-

tions are often a crucial part of “the Deaf experience.”

Construction of Place, Space, and Communities in Social Anthropology

Social anthropology is one fi eld that has been occupied with the study of human com-

munities and ideas of spaces, places, and belonging. Data have traditionally been col-

lected mainly through qualitative methods like participant observation during long-

term fi eldwork in localized groups or cultures. The “idea that ‘a culture’ is naturally the 

property of a spatially localized people and that the way to study such a culture is to go 

‘there’ (‘among the so and so’) has long been part of the unremarked common sense 

of anthropological practice.”31 The traditional selection of fi elds to study seems to fol-

low the belief that a group of people who belong to each other, a community or a vil-

lage, are a group of people who hear the same. Sounds are traditionally local. The out-

reach of sounds (in the frequencies that can be heard by regular human ears) is rather 

restricted (provided a television, radio, telephone, or the like is not used) compared to 

the distances light can travel. Sounds are in this sense far more localized than light, and 

a condition for hearing together is thus physical proximity. But by sticking to a local 

audible context, which is traditionally facilitated by doing long-term fi eldwork, certain 

observations and certain interpretations are channelled, and others are being blocked 

out.32 Stoller calls for greater attention to the role of the senses in anthropology and 

asks, if “anthropologists are to produce knowledge, how can they ignore how their own 

sensual biases affect the information they produce?”33 Participant observation cannot 

be extracted into two different entities — participation or observation. Participation and 

observation are a unity where observation in its very own sense is a participatory ac-

tivity, since the body participates as a sensory being. Our observations are made pos-

sible through the sensory experiences of the body, and the sensory experiences are in-

terpreted and given meaning in different ways. It is not possible to write anthropology 
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without being predisposed and biased — both mentally and bodily. The discussions re-

garding ethnocentrism and cultural relativism have focused on the role of social and 

cultural conditions during fi eldwork and interpretations. But that the body itself is a 

condition and a premise in the experiences made is rarely discussed, and perhaps even 

less — which role the senses play in our predisposed understandings of what a place, a 

fi eld, or a community is.

In the wake of globalization, increased migration, and democratization of commu-

nication technologies, the need to loosen the ties to the traditions of long-term fi eld-

work in localized cultures is increasingly being discussed among social anthropologists. 

Greater mobility and increased long-distance interaction have weakened the domi-

nance and “normality” of people as settled, bounded to places, and strongly patterned 

in terms of culture. Deaf people, as well as gypsies, migrants, refugees, gays, and lesbi-

ans, are some of the groups that contribute to a destabilization of the theoretical and 

empirical presumptions of regional territory of particular groups, because of their glo-

bal presence and translocal spatial practices.34 The perception of culture as local, audi-

ble practice is not suffi cient to understand the lives and construction of human com-

munities. How concepts like community, space, place, and belonging are constructed 

needs further investigation in order to better understand how human beings create 

communities.

A phonocentric emphasis on local, audible belongings as the “normal” human way 

to connect to each other may misguide both research and the researcher. Greater em-

phasis on shifting localities, translocal communities, and transitory meeting places, 

where audible communication is replaced with something else, whether electronic 

signals or sign language, may give new perspectives on belonging as an audible prac-

tice — and as visual and spatial practice.

Conclusion

If a community is confused with a group of people who hear same, this will limit the 

possible fi elds of anthropology and deteriorate the full picture of how human commu-

nities are constructed. As the confusion of speech and language has enormous con-

sequences for the way we understand human thinking, the lack of awareness regard-

ing the role of sound, both in speech and as such, has led to a belief that only people 

who live close enough to each other to hear the same sounds constitute true commu-

nities. In Western communities, at least, this has led to prejudices and discrimination 

toward groups of people who do not fulfi ll this criterion. Attempts to assimilate gypsies 

and make them settle at permanent places, attempts to integrate deaf children in local 

community schools to force them to use the audible language of their surroundings, 

and bans against homosexuality can all be read as consequences of the belief that the 

“natural” entity for a community, or a prerequisite to belong, is the defi ned localized, 

geographical place. Bauman suggests a defi nition of metaphysical audism as “the ori-

entation that links human identity and being with language defi ned as speech.”35 I will 

add to this that metaphysical audism also could be “the orientation that defi nes human 

communities as groups of people who hear (the) same.” In a world where Deaf people 
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must be understood partly by their dislocated belongings and transnational traditions, 

defi ning communities as a group of people sharing the same sounds of a localized place 

is a contribution to a sedentary and spatially restricting version of audism.
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 7. On the Disconstruction of (Sign) Language 
  in the Western Tradition: 
  A Deaf Reading of Plato’s Cratylus

H - D I R K S E N  L .  B AU M A N

In the study of humanity there is a maine defi ciencie, one Prov-
ince not to have been visited, and that is Gesture.

 — John Bulwer, Chirologia, 1644

Answer me this: If we hadn’t a voice or a tongue, and wanted to 
express things to one another, wouldn’t we try to make signs by 
moving our hands, head, and the rest of our body, just as dumb 
people do at present?

 — Socrates, in Plato’s Cratylus

We cannot help but wonder  what those deaf Greeks were talking about. Were 

they, like the eighteenth-century Parisian Deaf community described by Pierre Desloges, 

discussing matters of personal, political, and philosophical import?1 Were they retelling 

scenes from the recent play by Sophocles or Aeschylus, gleaning what they could from 

the dramatic gestures of the actors? Or were they were wondering what that old man, 

Socrates, was always talking about. What about the language that brought these signers 

together — what was their particular Athenian brand of sign language like?2 While this 

may seem like amusing speculation, such musing about the existence of a deaf sign-

ing community in the fi fth century BC is buttressed by what we now know about sign 

languages and their communities. We now know that human language is not depen-

dent upon the single modality of speech, but instead may manifest in other modes, 

especially through a visual channel.3 It is not too much to imagine that in such centers 

of Western civilization as Athens, Rome, Constantinople, and later, Paris deaf people 

would have found each other and, in so doing, would have coaxed language to take on

its manual modality. We also know that signing communities have evolved throughout 

the world as a result of a group’s genetic propensity for deafness. Sightings of such com-

munities have occurred in Martha’s Vineyard; Henniker, New Hampshire; Yucatán Pen-

insula; Bali; and among a Bedouin tribe in Israel.4 As Deaf leader George Veditz signed in 

1913, “As long as we have deaf people on this earth, we will have signs.”5 Indeed, Veditz’s 

claim has been validated by over four decades of historical and scientifi c research into 

sign languages and their communities that has shown us a very simple, paradigm-shift-

ing fact: signed languages are not aberrations, nor mere supplements to speech; they 
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take the form of one human language modality among others, equal to speech. In short: 

to sign is human.

Why did it take so long to discover this about ourselves? Speech has so thoroughly 

become the norm that it passes through us, often unnoticed. Is the dominance of speech 

and phonetic writing part of the human design? Clearly speech frees up the hands for 

work and allows us to communicate where we can’t see — in the dark and from behind 

listeners.6 Despite these advantages, the past four decades of linguistic and neurolin-

guistic research show that sign languages have their own advantages, such as their abil-

ity to convey precise visual, spatial, and kinetic information, coupled with the capacity 

to convey abstract concepts equal to that of speech.

Or is there, as Derrida contends throughout Of Grammatology, a metaphysical and 

political history that has privileged speech over other nonphonetic languages and com-

munication systems? “The system of ‘hearing (understanding)-oneself speak’ through 

the phonic substance,” Derrida writes, “. . . has necessarily dominated the history of 

the world during an entire epoch, and has even produced the idea of the world, the 

idea of world-origin.”7 An untold facet of the phonocentric orientation of our philo-

sophical heritage has been the denigration of nonphonetic languages, which clearly in-

cludes sign languages of Deaf communities. While sign communities have never had to 

fi ght against the guns and words of imperial invaders, they have indeed been subject 

to a long campaign against them and their languages. Douglas Baynton has recounted 

in great detail the American campaign against sign language, where educators of the 

deaf denounced manual languages as “barbaric,” “primitive,” “proto-language,” and 

“monkey-like gestures.”8 In the context of this historical inheritance, we can see the 

global campaign against signed languages that continues to be carried out in homes, 

schools, churches, hospitals, audiology clinics, and genetic counseling centers. Sign 

languages have historically been — and continue to be — targeted.9

As alarmist as this may seem, the repression of sign is mostly unintentional. Hearing 

people simply don’t know any better. Why should they? The vast majority of the earth’s 

6.3 billion people are not even aware that they are “hearing.” I, for one, did not realize 

I was hearing until age twenty-one. Only after I began working with Deaf people did I 

become “hearing.” Unless we have an encounter with deafness and the Deaf world, why 

would we ever bother to consider an alternative to speech? We are, after all, the speak-

ing animal. Clearly, there is no campaign to eradicate sign here, no malicious intent to 

deny a deaf child a visual language. Most people are simply unaware (nor do they even 

care) that to sign is human. Instead, to sign is strange, foreign, unimaginable.10 Either 

way — intentional or unintentional — signed languages have historically been hidden 

from sight, overlooked for centuries.

It is this historical and metaphysical occlusion of sign that I refer to as a function of 

the phonocentric blind spot. Blind spots occur as a result of the tiny spot where the optic 

nerve attaches to the retina, leaving no space for light receptors to gather light to become 

vision; yet if we shift our perspective, what was previously hidden appears to our sight. 

Similarly, the human capacity to sign has been there all along, yet hidden from view. 

But once we shift our perspective away from the assumption that speech is the exclu-

sive mode of language, this hidden dimension of the human language capacity comes 
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into sight. Though signed languages have been eclipsed by the phonocentric blind spot, 

there have been numerous sightings of sign language throughout history, too numerous 

and varied in their messages to recount here in depth. Among the many sightings are 

those by Herodotus, Plato, Augustine, Montaigne, Leonardo da Vinci, Descartes, Rous-

seau, Diderot, and Condillac, all of whom have made observations about sign languages 

of Deaf communities prior to the founding of formalized deaf education in the last half 

of the eighteenth century.11 Taken together, the perspectives on sign language reveal a 

complicated and contradictory history that has yet to be told. But there are clear pat-

terns: sign language is often glorifi ed as a more perfect and exact language than speech; 

yet it is more often seen as a primitive, proto-language incapable of conveying abstract 

thought. Either case is inaccurate. Those who have written and mused about manual 

languages have rarely known anything about those languages. While this may seem like 

a political statement rooted in Deaf identity politics, it is rather recognition that our his-

torical ignorance of manual language has actually had a profound impact on the devel-

opment of our modern notions of language, literacy, and literature. This construction of 

manual languages throughout our history might be better described as a disconstruc-

tion of (sign) language in the Western tradition — that is, of the particular constructions 

of language that have been evolved within a fundamental lack, resulting in, as O’Neill 

describes, “muddled conclusions” and “tangled webs of ideas.”12

In the history of the disconstruction of speech = language, Plato’s Cratylus occupies 

an important part. As one of the earliest and more signifi cant treatises on language by 

the foundational father of Western philosophy, Plato’s Cratylus searches for the nature 

of names and in so doing speculates on the language of the deaf as a viable alternative to 

speech. This brief sighting of sign has a more profound consequence than has yet to be 

explored by scholars on the Cratylus. In addition, Plato’s sighting of sign has often been 

quoted in Deaf Studies publications but has yet to be more fully elaborated. By placing 

the sighting in context, the implications of signed languages suddenly become much 

greater and extend into how we have defi ned language in the West.

Cratylus (Or on the Correctness of Names)

The dialogue begins as Socrates joins an ongoing discussion between two men, Her-

mogenes and Cratylus, who are discussing the fundamental question of the dialogue: 

is there such a thing as a “correctness of a name, one that belongs to it by nature”?13 Do 

names (onama) bear a natural relation to that to which they refer, or are they wholly 

conventional? Or, to modernize the terminology, are signifi ers arbitrary, motivated, or 

the source of deconstructive play?

Hermogenes claims that “no one can persuade me that the correctness of names is 

determined by anything besides convention and agreement” while Cratylus contends 

that “a name that expresses a thing by being like it is in every way superior . . . to one 

that is given by chance.”14 The positions taken by Hermogenes and Cratylus form two 

poles of contrasting beliefs, around which discussions of language have revolved for 

centuries. As Thais Morgan explains, “the formation of linguistics as a discipline has in-

volved a constant tug-of-war between resolute Hermogenists and equally determined 
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Cratylists, or between Saussurean conventionalists who would demotivate language 

and intuitive mimologists who would remotivate language in relation to material and 

emotional realities.”15 The Cratylus thus helps to launch one of the longest standing de-

bates in the philosophy of language: just what is in a name, after all? Is there something 

rosy about the word “rose”? Or does a rose by another name smell as sweet? Or, as Ger-

trude Stein asks, is a rose is a rose is a rose is a rose?

For his part, Plato never defi nitively answers these questions.16 Critics have long 

been debating Plato’s position relative to the conventionalist or naturalist arguments. 

Several claim that Plato advocates a conventionalist view of names; others contend that 

Plato favors a naturalist thesis; and still others propose that the Cratylus is intentionally 

open-ended.17 Such divergent and highly contested views reveal a high level of ambigu-

ity, obscurity, and confusing logic in the Cratylus. Allan Silverman, for example, claims 

that the Cratylus “proceeds by misdirection” as it “concentrates our attention on mis-

guided conceptions of how to understand ‘correctness’ of names. . . . That the dialogue 

works by misdirection is not, I think, a novel conclusion. Virtually all of the interpreta-

tions . . . agree that some parts of the discussion are to be ignored, especially the long 

etymological section”18 (to be explained below). Though few claim that the Cratylus can 

be read as serious linguistic work, most concur that the issues at stake are of greater 

philosophical import than the correctness of this or that individual name. Rather, the 

dialogue is concerned more, as Silverman suggests, with “naming in general” — which 

is no small matter. Naming, as Michel Foucault recognizes in The Order of Things, was a 

central concern in classical discourse.

One might say that it is the name that organizes all Classical discourse; to speak or to write is 

not to say things or to express oneself, it is not a matter of playing with language, it is to make 

one’s way toward the sovereign act of nomination, to move, through language, towards the 

place where things and words are conjoined in their common essence, and which makes it 

possible to give them a name.19

While much of the Cratylus does seem like language play, it is most signifi cantly a medi-

tation on the very possibility of naming. The Cratylus is an unusual dialogue as it is a se-

rious philosophical investigation of the conditions of semiosis, but the methodologies 

employed are, to quote Socrates himself, “outrageous and absurd.”20 Herein is a source 

of the contradictions in the Cratylus: on the one hand, we witness an earnest quest for 

the nature of names and being, and on the other, a potentially “outrageous and absurd” 

set of solutions regarding the correctness of names. In other words, the (Cratylean) Pla-

tonic Ideal of names is at odds with the reality of the (Hermogenist) nature of spoken 

names as we know it. The result is emblematic of Ynez O’Neill’s “tangled web of ideas.”

When we read through a Deaf theoretical lens, however, the causes of this contradic-

tion are magnifi ed and the implications on Western constructions of language made ex-

plicit. We see that Plato searches for an ideal language where names embody and reveal 

the nature of the referent, but he fails through absurd methodologies to show how spo-

ken names actually are capable of such a natural relation. In short, Plato’s ideal desire 

for a language of natural relation is at odds with the nature of spoken languages, where 
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natural relation is diffi cult to detect. However, the ideal that Plato describes for language 

is actually much closer to the visual-spatial-kinetic properties of manual languages; it is 

almost as if Plato sensed that there was another medium for language and he groped for 

it — as one would a phantom limb. He sensed something there but couldn’t quite grasp 

it. These claims will be explored during the course of a rereading of the Cratylus.

On the Nature of Names and the Names of Nature

Only a few exchanges into the dialogue, Socrates establishes the metaphysical frame-

work in which the dialogue takes place. Before discussing the properties of names, he 

investigates the nature of the things to which names refer. “It is clear,” Socrates observes, 

“that things have some fi xed being or essence of their own. They are not in relation to us 

and are not made to fl uctuate by how they appear to us. They are by themselves, in rela-

tion to their own being or essence, which is theirs by nature.”21 If a name is to be correct, 

then it must be correct in relation to a thing’s nature, to its being. The same would hold 

true for actions. “An action’s performance accords with the action’s own nature, and not 

what we believe.”22 If we are given a tool that is designed for cutting, Socrates proposes, 

we would most likely use that tool in accord with the nature of the task at hand. “If we try 

to cut contrary to nature, however, we’ll be in error and accomplish nothing.”23 Anyone 

who has tried to cut metal with asparagus would have to agree with this. If this is true of 

cutting, then what about speaking and naming?

socrates : Then will someone speak correctly if he speaks in whatever way he believes he 

should speak? Or isn’t it rather the case that he will accomplish something and succeed in 

speaking if he says things in the natural way to say them, in the natural way for them to be 

said, and with the natural tool for saying them? But if he speaks in any other way he will be in 

error and accomplish nothing.

hermogenes : I believe so.24

If words are like tools, then how do we know we have the right tool for the right job? 

There is a natural way to use a drill, but what is the natural way to name? “What do we 

do when we name?” Socrates asks.

hermogenes : I don’t know what to answer.

socrates : Don’t we instruct each other, that is to say, divide things according to their 

natures?

hermogenes : Certainly.

socrates : So just as a shuttle is a tool for dividing warp and woof, a name is a tool for giving 

instruction, that is to say, for dividing being.25

What does this mean, to divide being? Allan Silverman notes that “though the dia-

logue does allude to the principal conditions which any successful answer must satisfy, 

namely that a name must be capable of separating (ovoia) (dividing being) and be in-

formative (giving instruction), it is left to the ingenuity of the reader to determine how 

these conditions relate to one another, what it would be to satisfy these conditions and 
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how names could do so.”26 We may safely glean, though, that in order to be a natural and 

correct tool, a name must be able to instruct its users about the nature of the object to 

which it refers, and through this instruction, sort, categorize, and identify the particular 

object or action so that it may be separated out from everything else that is.

Fair enough, but the question remains as to how a name is to go about doing this. 

Here Socrates looks toward a naming agent— the “rule setter” or “name giver” — an 

Adam-like agent responsible for attaching names with their referents. How did he go 

about doing it? How do we know when a particular word stands in correct relation with 

a thing or an action’s essence? What if the name giver made a mistake? How would we 

even know? For that matter, suppose the name giver could grasp the essence of, say, 

“tree” or “man” or “cutting” — how would he know what these essences sounded like? 

Perhaps the best case in point of a fundamental misnomer would be the case of lan-

guage — based on the Latin lingua, or tongue, which is precisely the sort of renaming we 

hope to accomplish in this essay.

Socrates speculates that just as a “carpenter must embody in wood the type of shut-

tle naturally suited for each type of weaving . . . so mustn’t a rule-setter also know how 

to embody in sounds and syllables the name naturally suited to each thing?”27 In posit-

ing the name giver as a craftsman, the task cannot simply be arbitrary. Hence, “Cratylus 

is right in saying that things have natural names, and that not everyone is a craftsman 

of names, but only someone who looks to the natural name of each thing and is able to 

put its form into letters and syllables.”28 As Socrates comes to this position concerning 

how one might go about fashioning the correct sound to a thing’s nature, he launches 

into the long etymological section, testing word after word, proper name after name in 

search of the source of the correctness of names.

Search for the Correctness of Names

In the long etymological section, Socrates initiates a sort of absurdist dictionary of ep-

onymical speculation. While there is no hard and fast methodology, there are some 

amusing possibilities. “Whereas etymology aims to trace words back to their histori-

cal origins according to laws of fi liation,” Thais Morgan writes, “eponymy allows for 

imaginative free play. Socrates — and a host of mimologists after him — analyzes words 

by adding, deleting, and/or substituting letters or syllables according to nonce rules of 

phonetic similarity and punning. As a result Socrates’ eponymies initiate a potentially 

endless language game, limited only by the player’s ingenuity.”29 Take, for example, the 

speculation on the etymology of halios or sun.

If we use the Doric form of the name, I think matters will become clearer, for Dorians call 
the sun “halios.” So “halios” might accord with the fact that the sun collects (halizein) people 
together when it rises, or with the fact that it is always rolling (aei heilein ion) in its course 
around the earth, or with the fact that it seems to color (poikillei) the products of the earth, for 
“poikillein” means the same as “aiolein” (“to shift rapidly to and fro”).30

Does such speculation shed any greater light on the sun (halios)? Which is it? Gather-

ing or rolling or coloring? Perhaps it could be a little of this and a little of that. But what 
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about the shifting rapidly to and fro? “Ultimately,” Morgan writes, “Cratylus leaves us 

torn between philosophical doubts about language and the sheer fun of playing with 

words.”31 But if we are looking for the correctness of a name, it makes a difference which

root gave rise to halios.

In this method, Socrates pursues the correctness of a name through investigating 

the names from which they derived; hence they are referred to as derivative names. 

While pursuit of a word’s history often reveals instructive insights and metaphors, we 

soon fi nd ourselves led into a giant tautology, a sort of house of mirrors where words 

refer to other words that refer to others and so on. Where does it stop?

Naming in the First Place

After an exhausting (and nearly exhaustive) search on the correctness of particular 

names, Socrates realizes that derivations can only go so far.

socrates : If someone asks about the terms from which a name is formed, and then about 

the ones from which those terms are formed, and keeps on doing this indefi nitely, the an-

swerer must fi nally give up. Mustn’t he?

hermogenes : That’s my view at any rate.

socrates : At what point would he be right to stop? Wouldn’t it be when he reaches the 

names that are as it were the elements of all the other statements and names? For if these are 

indeed elements, it cannot be right to suppose that they are composed out of other names. 

Consider “agathos” (“good”), for example; we said it is composed out of “agaston” (“admi-

rable”) and “thoon” (“fast”). And probably “thoon” is composed out of other names, and 

those out of still other ones. But if we ever get hold of a name that isn’t composed out of other 

names, we’ll be right to say that at last we’ve reached an element, which cannot any longer be 

carried back to other names.32

Socratic dialogue has followed the chain of signifi ers into what is perhaps the original 

Gordian knot: how is naming possible? Here, Socrates makes a crucial distinction be-

tween derivative and primary names. Socrates contends that “there is only one kind of 

correctness in all names, primary as well as derivative, and that considered simply as

names there is no difference between them.”33 However there is a difference yet to be 

explored: while derivative names are based on the correctness of primary names, we 

are not so sure what the correctness of primary names is based on. This question leads 

Socrates to the very limits of signifi cation:

socrates : And if the primary names are indeed names, they must make the things that are as 

clear as possible to us. But how can they do this when they aren’t based on other names?34

Indeed, this is the twenty thousand–drachma question: how do we get to “the place 

where things and words are conjoined in their common essence, and which makes it 

possible to give them a name”?35 Nearly twenty-three centuries after Plato, Jean Jacques 

Rousseau came to a similar observation when he noted that “words would have been 

necessary to establish the use of words.”36 As Michael Corballis plainly asks, “How on 

earth could speech have evolved?” Indeed, “how were links formed between those 
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arbitrary sounds we call words and the stuff of the real world — a real world made avail-

able to us largely through vision and touch, rather than through sound?” To which Cor-

ballis answers: “It seems almost inevitable that those links involved gesture.”37

Sighting Sign

We have fi nally arrived at a point where we can appreciate the relevant context in which 

Socrates’ sighting of gestural language occurs — at the crucial moment where he pon-

ders what is perhaps the most provocative question of the entire dialogue. Here is the 

question again, but this time in the context of what follows it.

socrates : And if the primary names are indeed names, they must make the things that are 
as clear as possible to us. But how can they do this when they aren’t based on other names? 
Answer me this: If we hadn’t a voice or a tongue, and wanted to express things to one an-
other, wouldn’t we try to make signs by moving our hands, head, and the rest of our body, 
just as dumb people do at present?
hermogenes : What other choice would we have, Socrates?
socrates : So, if we wanted to express something light in weight or above us, I think we’d 
raise our hand towards the sky in imitation of the very nature of the thing. And if we wanted 
to express something heavy or below us, we’d move our hand towards the earth. And if we 
wanted to express a horse (or any other animal) galloping, you know that we’d make our bod-

ies and our gestures as much like theirs as possible.
hermogenes : I think we’d have to.38

Note the abrupt turn, leaving the unanswerable question hanging. Having followed the 

dialectical path into spoken names as long as it could take him Socrates glimpses the 

possibility of a completely human alternative to speech at work in the hands, heads, 

and bodies of Greek signers at the margins of Athenian society. Socrates seems here to 

have sensed the plasticity of language — had we no voice, language would fi nd some 

other route. Such a realization could provide an answer to the question just asked. Sign, 

as will be discussed below, offers a model, a way for signs to bear a primary relation to 

the world.

Yet, this was not Socrates’ intent. This brief sighting is like a quick fl ash of light into 

the phonocentric blind spot, illuminating sign for a moment, but quickly returning it to 

darkness. For in the dialogue following, we see that the discussion of deaf sign language 

was intended only to discuss the nature of imitation and speech, rather than as a valid 

mode of human language all its own:

socrates : Because the only way to express anything by means of our body is to have our 
body imitate whatever we want to express.
hermogenes : Yes.
socrates : So, if we want to express a particular fact by using our voice, tongue, and mouth, 
we will succeed in doing so, if we succeed in imitating it by means of them?
hermogenes : That must be right, I think.
socrates : It seems to follow that a name is a vocal imitation of what it imitates, and that 
someone who imitates something with his voice names what he imitates.
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hermogenes : I think so.

socrates : Well, I don’t. I don’t think this is a fi ne thing to say at all.

hermogenes : Why not?

socrates : Because then we’d have to agree that those who imitate sheep, cocks, or other 

animals are naming the things they imitate.

hermogenes : That’s true, we would.

socrates : And do you think that’s a fi ne conclusion?

hermogenes : No, I don’t. But then what sort of imitation is a name, Socrates?39

While he has Hermogenes shaking his head “yes” throughout, agreeing to the correct-

ness of signed names, Socrates takes an abrupt turn, noting that speech does not imi-

tate as does the sign language of the deaf. Indeed, it is not a fi ne thing to say that speech 

is onomatopoeic, because, for the most part, it is not. Thus, by the time Hermogenes 

asks, “what sort of imitation is a name?” it is clear that the category of name has been 

fully inscribed as “spoken name.” Plato securely locks in place the tongue and mouth as 

the exclusive organs of language — the default mode of human being, thus casting the 

hands, head, and rest of the body into another nonlinguistic realm.

At this point, we wish to break into this dialogue, as Bertold Brecht might do, to dis-

rupt the drama and offer a new perspective. This philosophical aside offered 2,500 years 

later will take center stage for the following two sections.

Shedding Light into the Blind Spot: Sign as a “Natural” Language

Now suppose Socrates, Hermogenes, and Cratylus befriended those “dumb people” 

present in Athens. Suppose also that among these signers was a hearing person, say a 

child of deaf parents whose fi rst language was an evolving Athenian Sign Language who 

could have interpreted between the signers and speakers. Socrates would undoubtedly 

have posed many questions. What would he have found? Perhaps he may have found 

what he was looking for all along — names that are “naturally suited to the thing,” names 

that effectively “instruct and divide being” and even more importantly, he may have 

found the place in which name and word conjoin to make naming possible in the fi rst 

place. He may also have come to realize that the occlusion of sign may have a hidden 

part in the contradiction between his ideal of motivated signifi ers and the reality of ar-

bitrary speech.

Socrates would have been pleased to fi nd that his speculation on the signifying 

properties of sign is accurate. While it is impossible to know what the signs for “light-

ness,” “heaviness,” and “galloping horse” were in fi fth-century BC Greece, a brief survey 

of sign languages indicates that signs do often embody the visual, spatial, and kinetic 

nature of a thing. Upward motion, for example, is an omnipresent movement in convey-

ing lightness (Figures 7.1 and 7.2), just as Socrates assumes. And downward movement 

is a central feature in conveying heaviness (Figures 7.3 and 7.4). In a gravity-fi lled world, 

lightness may be logically conveyed through upward gestures and heaviness through 

downward gestures. These signs literally make sense as they take place in accord with 

every embodied experience of lightness and heaviness that cuts across cultural divides. 
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Despite the fact that each sign has different handshapes and locations, each engages in 

a movement that reveals a sort of primal embodiment of our body’s being-in-the-world. 

In short, each name instructs or reveals an aspect of what it refers to.

In addition, the sign for horse galloping  (Figures 7.5, 7.6, 7.7, and 7.8) also em-

bodies aspects of the object and action represented. The American Sign Language (ASL) 

sign horse  derives from a horse’s ear, and therefore embodies a degree of metonymical 

correctness. Further, the very motion of galloping is embodied in the sign galloping

as both handshapes (upside down Vs) convey the four legs of a horse, replete with bend-

ing of the fi nger-legs, galloping forward.

It must be emphasized at this point that these signs and sign language in general 

are not a species of mime or picture writing in the air. A nonsigner would not be able to 

automatically decode these signs. To be sure, no horse’s ear fl ops directly forward as do 

the fi ngers in the sign, and certainly no horse could gallop with both sets of legs in uni-

son; yet, due to the manual and neurological constraints of the language, front and hind 

handshapes move in tandem. Despite these discrepancies between sign and referent, 

there is little doubt that sign is far more rich in its ability to embody the world through 

motivated signifi ers.40 Isn’t this, after all, what Socrates has been searching for when he 

Figure 7.1. LIGHT. Figure 7.2. LIGHT.

Figure 7.3. HEAVY. Figure 7.4. HEAVY.
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speaks of a name that stands in “natural relation”? As such, signs reveal something fun-

damental about the thing to which they refer, thus dividing their being accordingly.

In such a search for the correctness of names, iconicity becomes a valued commod-

ity; but in the history of thought on language in the West, iconicity has most often been 

associated with primitive languages. Indeed, the long-standing prejudice against iconic 

dimensions of language has led many to assume that signed languages are not real lan-

guages. The history of disconstruction, which we are beginning to follow, may help to 

account for the disconstruction of the debate on the arbitrariness vs. the iconicity of the 

signifi er. As Sarah Taub writes,

Unfortunately, the intense prejudice against iconic forms led to prejudice against signed lan-
guages. People claimed for many years (some still do) on the basis of the iconic aspects of 
signed languages that they were merely mime, playacting imitations — not true languages 
at all, and incapable of expressing abstract concepts. This is wholly untrue, as linguists from 
Stokoe (1960) onward have shown. . . . Signed languages, created in space with the signer’s 
body and perceived visually, have incredible potential for iconic expression of a broad range 
of basic conceptual structures (e.g. shapes, movements, locations, human actions), and this 
potential is fully realized.41

Figure 7.5. HORSE. Figure 7.6. GALLOPING.

Figure 7.7. GALLOPING. Figure 7.8. GALLOPING.
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If Socrates had been searching for a means for language to operate “in accord with na-

ture,” he may have been better off by looking toward sign. Signed languages have a spe-

cial advantage in the deployment of visual, spatial, and kinetic properties that may exist 

in a homological relationship with the visual, spatial, and kinetic properties of the real 

world. As a result of the correspondence of signs and the world, we may have an answer 

to the question Socrates posed directly before citing the sign language of the deaf Athe-

nians: “What are primary names based on?” Which is to ask, where is the “place that 

makes names possible”?

Sign and the Origins of Language

A possible answer to Socrates’ question can be found, some 2,400 years later, in Amos 

Kendall’s address at the inauguration of the National Deaf-Mute College (later, Gallau-

det University) in 1864:

If the whole human family were destitute of the sense of hearing, they would yet be able to 
interchange ideas by signs. Indeed, the language of signs undoubtedly accompanied if it did 
not precede the language of sounds. . . . We read that Adam named the beasts and birds. But 
how could he give them names without fi rst pointing them out by other means? How could a 
particular name be fi xed upon a particular animal among so many species without some sign 
indicating to what animal it should thereafter be applied?42

An increasing body of literature now suggests that Adam or any of the rest of us would 

have to have gestured before we spoke. The theory of gestural origins was popularized 

during the late eighteenth century by French philosopher Etienne Bonnet de Condillac 

who originally posited the “langage d’action” as the original language that allowed for 

the initial connection between an object and its name. Both Jean Jacques Rousseau and 

Denis Diderot also explored the likelihood of the gestural origins of language, which 

subsequently became a central philosophical preoccupation of the French Enlighten-

ment.43 More recently Gordon Hewes, William Stokoe, David Armstrong, Sherman Wil-

cox, and Michael Corballis have all published various articles and books that put for-

ward convincing theories as to the role of gesture in language development.44 Michael 

Corballis writes “The growing recognition of signed languages as true languages with 

all of the expressiveness and generativity of spoken language, has provided a power-

ful boost to the idea that language originated as a gestural system, and may even have 

evolved to a fully grammatical system before being overtaken by speech.”45

It was William Stokoe who fi rst proved the fully grammatical nature of manual lan-

guages; he then turned his insight into questions of the origin of language. Stokoe notes 

that the modality of sign makes it a logical pathway for signifi cation to occur:

Visible language movements . . . can stand for things directly. Direct pointing, natural resem-
blance, and actions that replay other actions are effective in linking language signs to their 
meanings. This difference between spoken language signs and signed language signs takes 
the original idea forward — and backward as well. In its present form, the idea visualizes a 
signed language as the fi rst language ever — in use as much as a million years ago.
 Human physiology supplies reasons for thinking that visible signs rather than speech fi rst 
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expressed language. Human vision automatically sorts images and compares them for us. 

Working with vision and the perceptions it brings, human hands can point to things and imi-

tate them. Furthermore, visible, manually produced signs with obvious meanings provided 

a context in which vocal sounds can carry meaning, simply by being produced at the same 

time as the gestural signs.46

How else could spoken words have become attached to particular objects? This is a tree, 

those are leaves, and that is a branch. Indeed, try speaking for a day without gesturing; 

try to pick out a particular piece of meat at the butcher or fi sh at the fi sh counter with-

out pointing.

But more importantly, gesture points the way to a larger direction — toward the di-

rection in which we all have become human — to the direction of language. It is perhaps 

in gesture and sign language then that we came to the “sovereign act of nomination, to 

the place where word and thing are conjoined in their common essence, which makes 

it possible to give things a name.”47

It seems that Socrates was on the precipice of this insight when he asked the question 

about the source of primary names, and then switched to “Answer me this.” This is a cru-

cial moment in the history of disconstruction of sign language, when philosophy hung 

in the balance between speech and sign. But Socrates, Hermogenes, and Cratylus never 

befriended the deaf signers; they never seriously considered the signifying properties of 

sign in light of their discussion on naming. This sighting was short lived, as the fl ow of di-

alogue returns to an almost quixotic attempt at attaching sounds to things and actions.

The Return of the Phonocentric Blind Spot

Primary names are no different: correctness is still a function of corresponding. Socra-

tes returns to speech as the source of imitation; only now in the case of primary names, 

Socrates looks toward the letters and syllables of sound to correspond with a thing’s na-

ture directly. If a sheep is not named “baaaa baaa” then how can sound correspond to 

a thing’s nature? “Since an imitation of a thing’s being or essence is made out of letters 

and syllables,” Socrates responds, “wouldn’t it be most correct for us to divide off the 

letters or elements fi rst, just as those who set to work on speech rhythms fi rst divide off 

the forces or powers of the letters or elements, then those of syllables, and only then in-

vestigate rhythms themselves?”48 Socrates does provide a number of examples where a 

sound corresponds to the nature of a particular referent.

socrates : . . . the letter “r” seemed to the name-giver to be a beautiful tool for copying mo-

tion, at any rate he often uses it for this purpose. He fi rst uses this letter to imitate motion in 

the names “rhein” (“fl owing”) and “rhoe” (“fl ow”) themselves. Then in “tromos” (“trembling”) 

and “trechein” (“running”) and in such verbs as “krouein” (“striking”) and so on. . . . He saw, 

I suppose, that the tongue was most agitated and least at rest in pronouncing this letter and 

that’s probably why he used it in these names.49

In addition to the primal relation of “r” and motion, Socrates proposes that the name 

giver “observed that because the tongue glides most of all in pronouncing ‘l,’ he uses it 
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to produce a resemblance in ‘oligisthanein’ (‘glide’) itself.”50 He was also partial to “o” to 

express roundness along with a host of other letters and correspondences.

But one must wonder, if “r” bears a natural relation to motion, is it used exclusively 

in motion words or can it arise in other words as well? What does it refer to then? For if 

“r” imitates the very nature of motion, why does it fi gure so prominently in words oppo-

site of motion, as in the modern English “rest” and “relaxation.” Sounds do indeed carry 

an emotive, evocative quality, which is foregrounded in poetic language. But if the ques-

tion concerns the relation of a name to its being, Socrates’ skewed methodology betrays 

the very limitation of speech. How can we be sure about the correct relation of sound 

and being given the multitude of languages that cannot even agree on onomatopoe-

ias, such as the English “bow-wow” and the French “ouaoua.” Further, one would think 

that the multiplicity of arbitrary words from other languages attached to the same idea 

would discount the ability of particular sounds to correspond to a thing’s fi xed essence. 

Anticipating the inevitable question concerning the multiplicity of signifi ers across lan-

guages, Socrates surmises,

And if different rule-setters do not make each name out of the same syllables, we mustn’t 

forget that different blacksmiths, who are making the same tool for the same type of work, 

don’t all make it out of the same iron. But as long as they give it the same form — even if that 

form is embodied in different iron — the tool will be correct, whether it is made in Greece or 

abroad. Isn’t that so?

hermogenes : Certainly.51

While Hermogenes readily agrees, Socrates provides no further explanation as to how 

an enduring form could be constituted of radically different material.

Further testimony to the contradictory desire for a motivated language and the re-

alities of speech is the haunting persistence of visual analogies used to describe the rela-

tion of speech to the world. When describing his methodology of breaking down speech 

into letters and syllables to imitate a thing’s essence, Socrates claims,

It’s just the same as it is with painters. When they want to produce a resemblance, they some-

times use only purple, sometimes another color, and sometimes, for example, when they want 

to paint human fl esh or something of that sort — they mix many colors, employing the par-

ticular color, I suppose, that their particular subject demands. Similarly, we’ll apply letters to 

things using one letter for one thing, when that’s what seems to be required, or many letters 

together, to form what’s called a syllable, or many syllables, combined to form names and 

verbs. From names and verbs, in turn, we shall fi nally construct something important, beauti-

ful, and whole. And just as the painter painted an animal, so — by means of the craft of naming 

or rhetoric or whatever it is — we shall construct sentences.52

Through this analogy, Socrates hopes that we can see what he is talking about. But given 

the nature of vision and visual arts and languages, the abililty to represent is far greater 

than the ability of speech. Painting, as it appears throughout, is like the supplement to 

speech, fi lling in where it lacks, haunting its primacy.

Socrates does admit that “Perhaps it will seem absurd, Hermogenes, to think that 
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things become clear by being imitated in letters and syllables, but it is absolutely un-

avoidable. For we have nothing better on which to base the truth of primary names.”53

So deeply buried in the phonocentric blind spot, sign language would not see the light 

of day in pursuit of the nature and origins of language. We now know that there may be

something better on which to base the truth of primary names, as has been shown by 

the gestural theory of language origins. There is perhaps no better medium to represent 

motion than motion itself. Compare the phonemic constituents of the sign flow  (Fig-

ures 7.9, 7.10, and 7.11) in comparison with the sound “R.” This sign demonstrates how 

sign language offers a kinetic model of the larger world. Sign language instructs in very 

precise ways, so precise as to be infectious, where the body of the viewer engages in 

the revelation of meaning through the signer’s body and facial expressions. As Merleau-

Ponty writes, “The communication or comprehension of gestures comes about through 

the reciprocity of my intentions and the gestures of others, of my gestures and inten-

tions discernible in the conduct of other people. It is as if the other person’s intention in-

habited my body and mine his.”54 As our bodies are intimately familiar with the worlds 

they inhabit, they are particularly adept at communicating a particular embodied expe-

rience — a linguistic reciprocity in signed languages that results in a sense of being in the 

presence of the event, object, or action cited.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Disconstruction

In light of the revelation that to sign is human, we may now reread the history of 

thought regarding language. In Plato’s Cratylus, we can see a pattern emerge: a pro-

nounced yearning and speculation for a “perfect language” in which names have a 

“natural relation” to the world. Umberto Eco’s Search for a Perfect Language and Ge-

rard Genette’s Mimologics both document the ubiquity of the search for an alternative 

to conventional speech.55 In an introductory essay to Genette’s expansive Mimolog-

ics entitled “Invitation to a Voyage in Cratylusland,” Thais Morgan writes, “Determin-

ing language’s connection to the phenomenal world is an important enterprise be-

cause it bears upon the extent and accuracy of our knowledge about that world. At 

the same time, thinkers tend to use their imaginations quite freely when they discuss 

language, inventing clever — and sometimes ridiculous — explanations of how words 

imitate things.”56 In the Cratylus, we see a search for a perfect language and a grasp-

ing toward language’s phantom limb — gesture. Yet we see that language is so fully 

Figure 7.9. FLOW. Figure 7.11. FLOW.Figure 7.10. FLOW.
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bound to speech that there is fundamentally something “other” and strange about 

sign language.

Note the “we” in the passage where Socrates discusses the sign language of the 

deaf. “Suppose we hadn’t a voice or a tongue.” Here, this is very likely the fi rst hearing

“we” in philosophy. For this brief moment the boundary that holds the “we” in and the 

other out is drawn by the act of hearing and speaking. It would take centuries to fi nd 

out that “those deaf people at present” have actually brought something present — the 

human capacity for sign language. It has taken this long to see that “those people” are 

actually a part of the “we.” Particular sign languages indeed belong to the communities 

that have developed them, but the human capacity to sign belongs to us all, whether 

hearing or Deaf.
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 8. Turning Literacy Inside Out

M A R L O N  K U N T Z E

Under conventional definitions , the notion of sign language literacy is bla-

tantly oxymoronic. However, I wish to argue that the problem exists with the conven-

tional notion that literacy is about written language and also that limited understand-

ing of literacy is problematic. An effort to contemplate how different acts of literacy may 

manifest themselves in different modes is necessary to further deepen understanding 

about literacy. A discussion about literacy in sign language or visual media is essential 

since conceptualization of literacy has been constrained largely by perceiving it in an 

audiocentric framework. While literacy is usually associated with language, it is never-

theless helpful to think about dimensions of literacy in visual media such as pictures, 

movies, cartoons, and art especially when attempting to document examples of liter-

acy events in a nonwritten language like American Sign Language (ASL). Even though 

language and visual media are different in some of the ways meaning is constructed, a 

discussion on how complex meaning is constructed and conveyed by the visual mode 

is made illustrative by examining how it may take place in visual media and in ASL. In 

short, an attempt to transcend literacy as a phenomenon that pertains to skills in writ-

ten language will help facilitate the discussion about some of the larger questions re-

lated to literacy.

The prominence of literacy surfaces in tandem with the growing indispensability 

of written language in society. So frequently has the association been made between 

literacy and written language that the term “literacy” has come, in the minds of many 

people, to simply mean the ability to read and write. After all, according to the etymol-

ogy of the term, “literacy” comes from a Latin word meaning “marked with letters.” Any-

one familiar with the skills of reading comprehension knows that there are two major 

components of reading comprehension. The fi rst one, “literal” — also coming from the 

same Latin root — means to comprehend words and sentences at face value. The second 

one involves cognitive aspects of the ability to read and write, for example, making in-

ferences, predicting, or using decontextualized language, and this essay concerns this 

second component.

The stance that literacy concerns written language, however, has the unfortunate ef-

fect of limiting the scope and depth of the discussion. The importance to be attributed 

to literacy should concern the quality or state of being literate. One is said to be literate 

when he or she is “educated and knowledgeable.” In the context of a modern Western 

model of learning, it may seem counterintuitive that one can be educated and knowl-

edgeable without having read extensively. However, it is important to seriously ques-
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tion the convention that it is only through skills in reading and writing that one may 

come to be literate. To truly understand these issues, we need to deconstruct literacy in

a quest to lay bare its essence. In deconstructing literacy, it is paramount that we look at 

the cognitive skills needed for facilitative reading and writing and the cognitive benefits 

that come from the habit of reading and writing and see if similar cognitive skills and 

benefi ts are evident in other modes of communication. Only when our understanding 

of literacy is suffi ciently dissociated from written language and we see it as being more 

grounded in the cognitive domain can we begin to look at the cognitive abilities and 

their development that are part and parcel of the development of literacy skills. It is then 

that we can ask questions about alternative approaches that can bring about the kind 

of cognitive transformation and abilities that are fostered by the process of learning to 

read and write.

If we are to have a meaningful discussion about the manifestations of literacy skills 

in different domains such as visual media or sign language, we need to move beyond 

the popular understanding of the term. For example, we cannot begin to formulate a 

theoretically sound approach to supporting literacy development of children who use 

ASL given the narrow defi nition of literacy as a matter of learning to read and write. Re-

search on the literacy development of deaf students has been largely constrained by 

theories of how children who can hear learn written language, and it is often about mak-

ing an association between written language and spoken language. Because deaf chil-

dren do not have access to spoken language, research on them based on a model that 

comes from a different population is not without the risk of making interpretations that 

inadvertently foster mistaken notions about deaf children’s abilities and needs. Deaf 

children’s diffi culty with reading and writing is often interpreted to be a direct result of 

not having phonological knowledge of English.1 We have to start thinking about literacy 

in a new and revolutionary way if we are to have a meaningful discourse on literacy de-

velopment of those whose primary language is different in one way or another from 

the language on which the written language is based. The primary language of those 

populations may not exist in a written mode, or they, for one reason or another, may not

have access to the spoken language on which the written language is based, for exam-

ple, the Japanese children learning written English as an L2 without having access to an 

English-speaking community nor having learned spoken English fi rst.

Furthermore, the discussion about literacy in a nonwritten language like ASL is im-

portant as it can delve into the heart of literacy and portraying literacy in a radically new 

way. One interesting area related to ASL literacy concerns the meaning of text. It is an 

opportunity to push for the defi nition of text that extends beyond writing. Text should 

rather be seen as content that is recorded and left “suspended” in time. There are things 

we can do with language and content that is recorded and displayed in front of us that 

is not possible in any other way.

Analogic and Digital Symbols in Human Communication

The range of communicative tools available to humans extends from one that is fully 

analogically based, such as pantomime or drawing, to one that is fully digitally based, 
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like writing. Most of them fall between those two poles and combine both analogic and 

digital means of representing meaning, and they vary in how much of each is utilized. 

Analogically based communication attempts to imitate reality by re-creating it in some 

ways while digitally based communication uses arbitrary symbols such as words whose 

meanings have been conventionally agreed upon. In making utterances more animated, 

a speaker would add to words analogically based information such as gesticulating or 

making more liberal use of intonations. So one way the use of language varies is through 

the extent to which analogically based information is incorporated. As for fi lms, while 

images are the chief means of conveying meaning, they almost invariably do incorpo-

rate language. Films vary — from those that are “action packed” in which less language is 

used to those whose unfolding of the plot depends more on dialogues. In the traditional 

way languages are studied, little attention is paid to the analogic component of commu-

nication; however the emerging studies of cospeech gesture are increasingly suggesting 

that gestures are an important part of human communication.2 Crosslinguistic stud-

ies, especially those of non-Western languages, have yielded evidence that the gram-

mar of those languages is more intertwined with gestures than what is seen in Western 

languages.3

An important difference between spoken language and written language lies in the 

fact that the conventions of writing do not present language in the way language is used 

in speaking. Written language has no devices for conveying analogically based mean-

ings such as intonations, gestures, and facial expressions. Writing has to compensate, 

albeit in a limited way, by utilizing more words and punctuation symbols. In essence, 

writing is more digital than speaking is and that is one of the important reasons why 

communication in written mode is diffi cult and challenging.

Linguistics based on Western languages, especially language in written form, has 

largely been the fi lter through which the description of ASL grammar has been devel-

oped. Furthermore, it was done during the time there was a strong motivation to prove 

to a skeptical world that ASL was in fact a language, and as a result effort was made, 

probably a little obliquely, to show that ASL was indeed like any spoken language that 

traditionally has been portrayed as digital. Unfortunately it has resulted in some blind 

spots in our understanding of how ASL works. There are structures of ASL such as clas-

sifi ers that linguists are now beginning to understand as digitally based symbols being 

used as analogic devices for describing gradiency in verbs of motion, in verbs of loca-

tion, and in appearances and shapes of objects.4 In the past, there was understandably 

a strong ideological resistance to any discussion that may lead to a view that ASL incor-

porates analogic structures because of the historical stigmatization that ASL was noth-

ing more than “gestures.” Now with the linguistic study of ASL having matured and ASL 

already established in the annals of linguistics, interest is increasing in how ASL exploits 

analogic means of representing reality and weaves together analogic and digital modes 

of representation.

The extent of gradiency possible in analogic representation exceeds the extent that 

is possible in digital representation. For example, in facial expressions, meaning con-

veyed in a smile may be that the smiling person is happy. There are gradient ways of 

smiling to show different degrees of happiness, that is, a little happy, somewhat happy, 
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quite happy, or very happy. At the same time there are different ways of smiling, each 

with a meaning such as being satirical, sadistic, or painfully polite or trying to restrain 

joy or to conceal disgust. Furthermore, each meaning of smiling has its range of gradi-

ency. Adding an analogic symbol such as an intonation to a word helps infuse gradiency 

in the meaning of the word. For example, by uttering the word “long” in different ways, 

the meaning of the word is modifi ed to convey the gradiency of “long-ness” (e.g., a lit-

tle long, somewhat long, quite long, very long, or too long). Analogic means of mean-

ing representation constitute a prominent component of the linguistic structure of ASL. 

More incorporation of analogic means of communicating is evident in ASL and other 

signed languages than in auditorially based languages. The greater combinatory pos-

sibilities of digital and analogic modes of representation give a language like ASL some 

characteristics not found in spoken languages.

Inference-Making Skills

One of the goals of literacy development is the development of higher-order thinking 

and reasoning skills such as making an inference that involves making use of existing 

knowledge or identifying relevant pieces of information to help arrive at meaning that 

is not in the content on the literal level. I want to discuss the act of inference making 

when processing content not only in writing but also in other modes such as speaking, 

signing, acting, or drawing. Briefl y stated, the process of making an inference involves 

going beyond what is explicitly expressed in order to arrive at what is implied. What 

is expressed on the literal level (“meaning at face value”) is often not the full message. 

The assumption is often that the person or audience the message is intended for has 

the necessary background information and/or reasoning ability to help arrive at the 

implied meaning. Sometimes the necessary contextual information is provided in the 

content, and the expectation is that the reader/listener would be able to identify these 

pieces of information to help contextualize the content.

Sometimes information understood at the literal level may, at the fi rst blush, seem 

adequate. However, a skilled reader may see that there is more to the message than what 

is evident at the surface or that something is amiss on the surface. Having skills to make 

inferences does help one see if an inference has to be made and how to do it. In the fol-

lowing passage the language and details are relatively sparse; however by making in-

ferences the reader can “create” more details in his/her mind and get more complex 

meaning:

A man gave $10.00 to the woman behind the ticket window and got $4.00 back. A woman with 

the man gave him $3.00, but the man refused to take it. Once inside, she proceeded to buy him 

a large bag of popcorn.

The passage just states a series of events: a man paying and getting change, a woman 

trying to give him money and buying popcorn. The reader may stop here with an ac-

knowledgment of these events. However, if the reader wonders where, when, or why 

these events take place, the only way to get answers to those questions is by making 
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inferences. By thinking where one would buy popcorn and pay at a ticket window, the 

best guess is that it most likely takes place at the movie theater. One can connect the 

dots from when the woman offers three dollars to the man, is refused, and then buys 

popcorn. It is reasonable to infer that she buys the man popcorn because she is trying to 

pay for her share of the cost of going to the movies. If one knows how expensive it is to go 

to the movies nowadays, the fact that it is three dollars per person in the passage would 

make one pause and wonder. By using background information, one can conclude that 

this event probably did not happen recently.

Whether the same content is expressed in written language or in a different lan-

guage such as ASL or in a different mode like fi lm, the act of inference making will be 

necessary if one is to achieve a richer interpretation of the content. The particulars of 

the inferences to make may more likely vary for each. While some commonalities exist 

in how meaning may be inferred, the variance among them may be due to the extent 

and the manner to which analogic representation is utilized. In ASL, analogic represen-

tations such as changing facial expressions or eye gaze would be obligatory. As typical in 

ASL narratives, the narrator would tell the story through the “voices” of the characters. 

In so doing, a skilled narrator would show the facial expressions, eye gazes, and occa-

sionally body movements of the characters. The narration would have included a series 

of changing facial expressions and eye gazes of the woman that begins when she at-

tempts to reimburse the man for the ticket. They would change to show the woman’s re-

action when her offer is refused and again when the woman decides to pay her share by 

buying the man popcorn. The additional information provided by such analogic means 

doubtlessly facilitates the act of inference making that is needed for interpreting why 

the woman buys popcorn. However, written English has an advantage that ASL does 

not. Content in written English is permanent; the reader can reread a passage while 

thinking of the intended meaning and trying to make inferences. ASL is evanescent, 

and the interlocutor has to memorize the details while thinking about their meaning. 

The cognitive requirements for arriving at a richer interpretation of the passage will be 

qualitatively different in some particular ways for each language, but in other particu-

lar ways, such as inferring that the event probably took place some time in the past, it is 

virtually similar for each language.

A comic strip or fi lm provides more analogic information than ASL does. When the 

same content is portrayed in a fi lm, it would be obvious that the couple is going to the 

movies. At least there will be more details in a fi lm on how the couple interacts with each 

other as one attempts to reimburse the other and is refused. Some of the same inference-

making activities will still be required, such as understanding why the woman buys the 

man popcorn. One can also infer from the way the couple looks, their clothing and hair 

styles, that paying three dollars was how much it cost to see a movie in the past.

Visual Literacy

Visual literacy is often thought of only as the ability to recognize and understand ideas 

conveyed through visible actions or images; however, many of the same cognitive skills 

required for comprehending content in writing are also required for complete compre-
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hension of ideas presented through visual media. Richard Sinatra defi nes visual literacy 

as the ability to actively reconstruct past experiences with incoming visual information 

to obtain meaning.5 In a quest to develop a defi nition of visual literacy, attempts have 

been made to describe the characteristics of a visually literate person. One such exam-

ple is that a visually literate person is someone who can “discriminate and interpret vis-

ible actions, objects, and symbols, natural or man-made.”6

A comic strip is a good example of largely nonlinguistically based content for which 

considerable inference making is often required to ensure a fuller comprehension. 

While comic strips are often a combination of images and words, they may come with-

out any captions. Even without captions and even in cases where meaning at the “literal 

level” seems initially adequate, a full understanding of those wordless comic strips is 

often not possible without fi rst making inferences. In a Calvin and Hobbes comic strip, 

Calvin is shown in the fi rst frame walking past his mother, who is not paying attention 

to him. In the second and third frames, she looks up and then she walks up the stairs. In 

the fi nal frame, we see Calvin building a snowman in one of the rooms and his mother 

covering her eyes.7 The reader can stop at that level of reading, thinking it funny that 

Calvin would try to build a snowman in the house. The reader may also cringe, feel-

ing sorry for the mother. However, there is a lot more to the strip that is left unsaid, and 

what remains unsaid becomes obvious only after the reader attempts to interpret the 

fourth frame through the prism of information provided in the fi rst three frames. As 

in a well-crafted piece of poetry, the cartoonist is sparse in detail and those details are 

carefully chosen. Full comprehension of what the cartoonist tries to convey hinges on 

the reader being able to make a full sense of each detail. In the second frame, Calvin’s 

mother suddenly looks up. The reader needs to infer why the mother looked up. The 

fi rst frame shows Calvin being fully clothed for cold weather. The third frame shows the 

mother going upstairs. These pieces of information should lead the reader to infer that 

Calvin being fully clothed for cold weather and going upstairs is what probably caught 

his mother’s attention. We are able to make this inference because we know that when 

one is clothed for cold weather, it means going outdoors. Staying indoors and going up-

stairs is the opposite outcome. Familiarity with the Calvin and Hobbes comic strip will 

provide the reader with additional information about the kind of child Calvin is. When 

the reader uses that background information, it is possible to make an inference that if 

the circumstances prompted Calvin’s mother to stop what she was doing to check on 

Calvin, it meant Calvin must be up to something. The reader will know that it may be 

something that his mother dreads. So his mother must have known something is up 

that she cannot ignore or leave unchecked. We can make several more inferences from 

the information provided in the fourth frame. The room is likely Calvin’s; the mother 

covers her eyes because she is upset. The reader familiar with the Calvin and Hobbes 

comic strips would be able to infer from the look on Calvin’s face that he seems baffl ed 

why his mother is upset. Understanding the punch line of the comic strip is not possible 

until the reader makes an inference that Calvin is likely thinking that he has followed 

the rule that if he is to play in snow, he needs to dress warmly. That is exactly what he is 

doing. He is at a loss as to why his mother is upset and what in the world could be wrong 

with what he is doing this time around.
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ASL Literacy

Signed languages, being visually based, have more latitude in employing analogic sym-

bols than spoken languages do. In ASL poetry and narratives, the use of analogic rep-

resentation is more heightened than in colloquial ASL. A more liberal use of classifi ers, 

facial expressions, role shift (direct speech), changing perspectives, and changing body 

postures is found in literary productions of ASL. In fact it is “arranged more like edited 

fi lm.”8 Bauman proposes that the lexicon of fi lm techniques should be used to discuss 

or critique ASL poetics.9 He pointed out that in making a fi lm a collaboration among 

individuals is required, but the craft of ASL poetry is done by a single author who “is 

a screenwriter who composes the linguistic text; the cameraperson who arranges the 

visual-spatial composition of individual shots; the editor, who decides how to organize 

the various shots; the actor, who embodies the characters and images; and fi nally, the 

director who unites all these interconnected aspects into a single text.”10 Content ex-

pressed analogically, however, has a higher likelihood of being ambiguous in meaning 

than content expressed digitally. For example, the lexical item “happy” is more explicit 

in meaning than a smile is. The meaning of a person’s smile in a portrait, for example, 

is not always obvious. Only when the picture is put in some context would one then 

have a basis for making an inference related to the person’s smile. In ASL narrative, if 

the protagonist is to smile, the narrator will most likely smile. The meaning of a smile 

in a drawing, a picture, or a narrative may be disambiguated by making an inference on 

the basis of the context. In a narrative the narrator may either tell why the protagonist is 

smiling or leave it unexplained for the interlocutor to fi gure out on the basis of the de-

tails provided in the narrative. In a well-crafted narrative, judicious decisions have been 

made on the level of details to provide in the narrative that would give the interlocutor 

just enough context to make an inference about the protagonist’s smile. Maximal and 

effi cient use of analogic representations in ASL utterances and making sure there is just 

enough information in the context to enable the interlocutor to make the needed infer-

ences is the mark of a high level of ASL skills. Only sign masters have a command for the 

kind of language often found in ASL poetics.

A literary piece of ASL called “Uncoding the Ethics” is a good example of an abun-

dant use of analogic devices.11 The storyteller conveys a lot of facial expressions, dif-

ferent eye gazes, and gestures of the protagonist and other characters in the story. The 

narrative is a parody on the Code of Ethics to which professional interpreters are bound 

to adhere. It is a story of how an interpreter defi es the code by manipulating the con-

versation between a deaf man and his hearing aggressor for a personal gain. The story 

begins with a deaf man who sees his hearing neighbor burying a bag of what appears 

to be money. The deaf man fi nds the manner by which the neighbor buries the money 

very ineffectual, so he decides to help, unbeknownst to the neighbor, by putting it some-

where else in a more concealed way. Later the hearing neighbor fi nds the money gone. 

Seeing footprints leading to the deaf man’s house, the neighbor knows who the culprit 

was. He brings out his gun but stops short as he realizes he is not able to communicate 

with the deaf man. He solves the problem by calling in an interpreter. In the conversa-

tion that ensues between the agitated hearing neighbor and the deaf man who tries, but 
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with limited success, to be helpful, the interpreter collects valuable information from 

the deaf man and in the end tells the hearing neighbor that the deaf man would not re-

veal where the money is. Then the narrator, role-playing the interpreter, grimaces and 

wiggles a fi nger into her ear as if in response to a loud noise. Then she slowly smiles 

with a sly arch of her eyebrow. The punch line of the story is conveyed through purely 

analogic means. It is done using only pantomime and facial expressions. The inferences 

that the audience can make that the interpreter wiggled her fi nger into her ear because 

there was a loud noise and that the noise was from the neighbor’s gun will become a 

basis for an inference that the deaf man was shot dead. The next inference to make on 

why the interpreter was smiling, by interpreting it as a result of being now thirty thou-

sand dollars richer, helps affi rm an earlier inference that the deaf man is dead.

The extent of incorporating analogic representations in literary pieces of ASL is a 

chief reason why they are noted for their vividness and ease of visualization. While ana-

logically based information helps make the content increasingly accessible on the lit-

eral level, the intended meaning or message nevertheless can be still complex and is 

often not made explicit. One will thus need to exert effort to think deeply about what is 

said in order to determine what is meant. Thinking deeply about the content has the ef-

fect of triggering the act of making inferences.

Text and Literacy

Text is commonly defi ned as content that is shaped and thus preserved through writ-

ing. However, I would argue that the term should be understood more broadly, to mean 

content that has been linguistically recorded in one way or another. There are things we 

can do with content that is permanent that would be more diffi cult with content that 

is evanescent and disappears as soon as it is uttered. Content that is written on paper 

or recorded on a tape allows one to step back and deliberate the manner by which the 

content is organized and how language is crafted to convey it. Text provides a means 

for content, as well as the language it is in, to become separate from the speaker and 

becomes an object for the speaker to look at, to think about, and to critique. When pre-

paring a text for communicating to an unseen audience, the author needs to deliberate 

what to say and how to say it by thinking about what the audience may already know 

and what additional information it may need in order to make sense of the content as 

intended by the author. The ability to see the content and language in a detached way 

helps the author on several fronts: to clarify the ideas being communicated, to include 

the necessary background information, and to refl ect on how the content is being lin-

guistically packaged in a quest to get the content across to the target audience in an ef-

fective way. The ability to do it is a mark of literacy whether it is in writing, signing, or 

speaking as well as drawing a comic strip or making a movie.

The process of rephrasing language and refi ning ideas when developing a text often 

leads to a denser as well as more eloquent use of language. Text exposes the reader to 

the kind of language not commonly encountered elsewhere. Literacy is promoted when 

others have an opportunity for exposure to language that has been thoughtfully and 

carefully crafted and to consume content whose development of complexity takes place 
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through using text as a tool. The permanence of language in text also enables one to di-

gest content at his/her pace, which is important for maximizing comprehension of the 

content. The elimination of time constraints in processing language when it is in text is 

what helps enable one to process language at a higher level of complexity or unfamiliar-

ity than when it has to be handled online. Text is something that can be read/viewed re-

peatedly, and such an activity fosters the act of refl ection and the development of criti-

cal thinking.

The cognitive benefi ts traditionally associated with written language are arguably 

also available when working with spoken language on an audiotape or with sign lan-

guage on a videotape. The benefi ts accrue more from the means of working with lan-

guage in text. Working with ASL text is a recent phenomenon that has been propelled by 

the wide availability of videotaping technology. It is providing a means to facilitate the 

act of crafting and critiquing not only the literary work of ASL but also the language used 

to convey intellectual content through ASL. The electronic publication of intellectual, 

narrative, or informative content in ASL is on the rise on the Internet.12 The proliferation 

of content in ASL text and the growing access to it will provide an important avenue for 

promoting literacy development through ASL.

On Being Literate

One of the conclusions one can make based on this essay is that in an extreme case it 

is entirely possible for one to become literate without ever having read a sentence. As a 

matter of fact, there was an account of a young man who was so dyslexic that reading a 

sentence was painful for him.13 His collegiate application was turned down everywhere 

because of “poor grades and low board scores.” He had a chance to go to Claremont 

College as a special student. There he managed to pass all his classes and got an A+ in 

his Senior Seminar without ever having read a book or written a paper. His friends read 

books for him and he would dictate his papers to a friend who would type them in rough 

draft. He would edit his paper while his friend read each page out loud. It would be in-

correct to call this young man illiterate. As far as his ability to process the content and to 

organize his thoughts, he is highly literate.

An important objective of literacy development is the development of skills to think 

about information and to respond to it thoughtfully. Literacy is less about the skills 

to access information. Learning to read is about learning how to access information 

through print. When one begins to read, it means he/she begins to access one of the 

means of becoming literate. However, the actual process of becoming literate depends 

on whether one gets to be cognitively engaged with the content. Because books are a 

depository of knowledge, ideas, and viewpoints accumulated over time, they will always 

be the most important and powerful means of literacy development. At the same time, 

books should not be thought of as the sole means. We have seen, in the case of the dys-

lexic student discussed above, how he became literate by accessing books through oral 

means. Actually if he has access to all the content he needs for college through spoken 

language in a recorded form and if he can submit his work on an audiotape instead of 

paper, he would not have to depend on his friends to read his books aloud and to type 
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for him. In fact it is entirely conceivable to conjecture a society that builds its knowl-

edge, ideas, and viewpoints by recording them in spoken language and creating librar-

ies full of audiotapes. Such a society, in theory, should not be less literate. On the con-

trary, because content is more accessible in spoken language than in written language 

it is plausible to argue that the literacy level in such a society can possibly exceed that 

in a written society.

One of the important questions that this essay also attempts to hint at is whether lit-

erate skills acquired through one mode are the same as those acquired through another 

mode. It is an important question to pursue especially if we want to think about literacy 

development through multiple means. However, for now it seems reasonable to specu-

late that they are the same at least to the extent that they concern specifi c cognitive pro-

cesses that are similar crossmodally. If it is true, it means that at least some literacy skills 

acquired through one mode are transferable to another mode. That question has a lot 

of implications related to the issue of ease of access to the content. It seems reasonable 

to argue that there may be an advantage from a developmental perspective to utilize a 

mode that provides the best access to content as a starting point for literacy develop-

ment while skills for accessing content through other modes are being developed. For 

example, an opportunity to develop skills in making inferences through comic strips or 

ASL narratives may give a child a headstart in literacy development while the child de-

velops skills to access content in written English. It could be that we are making literacy 

development artifi cially diffi cult for many children by conjecturing it as a process that 

takes place only through the written domain.

In Summation

One way to delve deeper into the heart of literacy is to test the boundaries within which 

the discourse about it is currently confi ned. An investigation to understand literacy in 

ASL, which is not only nonwritten but also visually based, is an opportunity to achieve 

a more global understanding of literacy, as it allows us to move beyond the traditional 

associations between literacy and written language. An investigation to understand lit-

eracy in visual media that are largely nonlinguistic but visually based like ASL is an op-

portunity to move beyond the traditional association between literacy and language. A 

discussion about literacy as it cut across different modes of communication is impor-

tant for the effort to understand literacy in a more encompassing way.

Various tools of communication may share some of the same literacy skills, but 

some of those skills may be particular to a given modality or to a given mix of analogic 

and digital representations of meaning. Literacy concerns a kind of dimension in com-

munication that is a product of various cognitive processes such as logical reasoning 

about the content and planning on how to get it across to others. Cognitive require-

ments and procedures for planning may vary to some extent across different modes of 

communication. For example, the lack of analogic information in written language may 

contribute to its diffi culty as a medium for communication and visualizing information. 

The cognitive engagement required for visualizing content presented in written form 

constitutes one kind of literacy skills. In public speaking, the lack of interaction with the 
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audience means not getting the kind of feedback we normally use for modifying con-

tent “online” as it is being communicated in a quest of getting the message across. To 

compensate for the lack of feedback, the lecturer will necessarily have to plan ahead. 

In planning ahead the lecturer has to judge the background information the audience 

may have and use that judgment to determine what pieces of information to include in 

the speech. In the case of crafting a work of literature in ASL, one has to walk the fi ne 

line of permissible ambiguity that results from increasing the visual-spatial-kinetic di-

mensions. Gee argued that literacy concerns skills with communication that are outside 

the sphere of everyday interpersonal communication.14 Colloquial discourse is more 

spontaneous while communication that is outside the sphere of everyday interpersonal 

communication, such as academic discourse and poetics, requires planning.

The level of discussion on literacy should refl ect the nature of literacy as a complex 

subject. We should try to understand how it may manifest in various modes of human 

communication. It requires us to understand the commonalities and differences across 

sign language, written language, and visual media. Keeping the scope of discussion lim-

ited will keep deeper issues of literacy obfuscated.
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 9. Critical Pedagogy and ASL Videobooks

L AW R E N C E  F L E I S C H E R

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed , Paulo Freire illustrates how he empowered the 

Brazilian peasants to learn not only to read the words, but also to read the world.1 Freire 

presented the role of conscientizacao, a process that caused the peasants to become 

more critically conscious of their surroundings and to take necessary steps for improv-

ing their lot. Simply stated, Freire wanted the peasants to fi nd out the causes, through 

reasoning, for their oppressed condition. Through the peasants’ emancipatory literacy, 

they were able to examine the power structures of the dominant society and sought 

some solutions to lessen, if not eliminate, their oppressed condition.

The Freirian notion of critical pedagogy is applicable to educational settings in 

which the dominant culture utilizes its power to dominate and control students who 

come from the nondominant cultures. Included in this scenario is the perpetuation of 

language domination on students of nondominant cultures in which they are silenced 

by their beliefs that their language is inferior to Standard English.

In many schools, deaf children are forced to accept the institutionalized practices 

that discourage them from using American Sign Language (ASL) in its truest form. Some 

educators of the deaf believe that ASL will impede deaf students’ progress with English, 

thus slowing down their linguistic and intellectual development associated with the 

mastery of the English language. They do not realize that they disempower deaf learners 

from generating a powerful mechanism in themselves for their literacy development. 

Deaf education’s uncritical pedagogy results in depressing the academic achievement 

of the majority of deaf students. The educational successes of deaf students are few and 

far between.

This essay is presented as a case study in which you note that a hearing educator’s 

values and beliefs are deeply ingrained in determining education practices for deaf 

learners, and even dominate language policies in the ASL Videobooks project.

Before I make further comments on the important connection between ASL Video-

books and critical pedagogy, I would like to explain briefl y the ASL Videobooks project. 

ASL Videobooks is a project funded by the State of California in hopes of promoting 

literacy in deaf students through storytelling in ASL. The Offi ce of Clearinghouse for 

Specialized Media and Technology under the auspices of the Department of Education 

coordinates the project with the California School for the Deaf, Riverside (CSDR). The 

State of California has spent approximately $300,000 through CSDR for the production 

of three hundred ASL Videobooks thus far. CSDR has state-of-the-art media equipment 
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to produce the tapes. There is no charge for use of the production facilities at CSDR. 

According to the Director, Offi ce of Clearinghouse for Specialized Media and Technol-

ogy, the school “transcribed, directed, edited, captioned, added voice, added music, and 

provided the masters to my offi ce for duplication and distribution.” All funds, approxi-

mately $1,000 on each tape, were expended mainly for the personnel cost.

ASL Videobooks are, conceptually speaking, an excellent resource for literacy devel-

opment in deaf children. They deserve to enjoy “listening” to stories as much as hear-

ing children do. Storytelling plays an important part in increasing children’s language 

and cognitive power. The early success in language learning and cognitive development 

through storytelling has led to a positive impact on many children for their educational 

development by means of knowledge expansion. The idea of how ASL Videobooks could 

benefi t deaf children with respect to building knowledge through the stories they watch 

presents an important parallel to how hearing children often benefi t from storytelling.

This essay specifi cally addresses the domino effect, falling down from either direc-

tion — right to left or left to right — between critical pedagogy and ASL Videobooks. In 

between is critical literacy, which takes one “deeper into more complex understand-

ings of the word and world” through the use of a language.2 The breakdown in critical 

pedagogy affects critical literacy, which ultimately makes ASL Videobooks impractical, 

if not useless, for use. Conversely, ASL Videobooks, if not properly developed, will carry 

no value for critical literacy and ultimately no effect on critical pedagogy. The important 

part in critical pedagogy is new knowledge continually obtained in order to advance 

one’s cognitive domain. If one fails to obtain new knowledge, there is no change in one’s 

cognitive growth.

The Power of Knowledge

“Knowledge is power” is a phrase often echoed in American minds. Gaining knowl-

edge is the bedrock of education in which knowledge is sought, discovered, and shared 

through the interaction between teachers and students. Needless to say, knowledge as 

one obtains it in American society is of crucial signifi cance simply because it is largely 

constructed within the principle of American meritocracy. Thus, American people are 

individually judged on merits based on “knowledge” they obtain and contribute. Seek-

ing merit is one of the major obstacles for Deaf individuals in their search of the Ameri-

can dream. Why do Deaf people feel that way? Critical pedagogy for deaf learners is 

often not properly implemented. We have seen that many measures of educational and 

economic success indicate that deaf individuals, when they become adults, do poorly in 

comparison with hearing individuals. Why is this the case?

There is no mystique as to why there exists the merit gap between hearing and Deaf 

people. There’s no doubt that Deaf individuals have been victimized by the constant 

siege of audism. Many Deaf individuals were often told that they did not do well in 

school and interpreted their prospects for the future as decidedly bleak. The misedu-

cation of Deaf people for many years unwittingly caused by audism has embarrassed 

some hearing people and enraged Deaf leaders. Political “activism” might be necessi-
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tated to improve the lot of Deaf people with respect to education through the proper 

application of critical pedagogy.

To make it more diffi cult, deaf people rarely spoke out for their rights to demand 

what they knew to be the best way in terms of critical pedagogy. We were silenced for a 

long time and let things pass by to appease the “worldly knowledge” of hearing educa-

tors for their decision making and to save ourselves from further embarrassment. Deaf 

people themselves did not have enough respect in the abilities of deaf learners for edu-

cational achievement. In addition, they blamed both deafness and Deaf cultural disad-

vantage, not even the legacy of audism, for their educational failures and defi ciencies. 

To counter these problems of their hesitancy to speak out, deaf learners must be em-

powered during the early part of their lives through critical pedagogy.

The Importance of Critical Pedagogy and ASL

Joan Wink defi ned critical pedagogy as “a process that enables teachers and learners 

to join together in asking fundamental questions about knowledge, justice and eq-

uity in their own classroom, school, family, and community.”3 What she does empha-

size is that critical pedagogy is a very important human idea for teaching and learning 

for the purpose of empowering the learner in every possible way. Joan Wink proposed 

that the theoretical base of any educational practice must be continually examined by 

educators if they want to transform their classrooms into learning environments that 

are conducive to the real needs of their students. Through the spirit of critical peda-

gogy, students are given the opportunity to develop their abilities to the fullest, to un-

derstand critically their lives, and to seek ways on how to engage in the world. Critical 

pedagogy cannot be relegated to a fi xed system because it would lead to the weaken-

ing of human spirits.

Fundamental to critical pedagogy for deaf learners is that educators of the deaf must 

understand the powerful relationship between culture and language and its dynamics 

relating to the development of critically thinking and socially active deaf individuals. 

The failure to change what is believed to work better for deaf learners prevents the cul-

tivation of empowerment and intellectual development for those deaf students. As a re-

sult, deaf learners are marginalized and are doomed to “captivity.”

In order to help deaf learners be “free from captivity,” the current system of deaf ed-

ucation, we must fi rst and foremost look at ASL. Without ASL, we permit ourselves to be 

languished in the tragically fl awed educational system. The demand for respect toward 

Deaf thinking on ASL must fi rst and foremost be recognized if critical pedagogy for deaf 

learners is to happen in deaf education. The general understanding that hearing people 

process language aurally while deaf people process language visually must also take 

place fi rst before we could put critical pedagogy on the right track. It’s also important to 

note that, by strengthening the deaf “critical pedagogy,” the difference does not make 

Deaf people less human than hearing people. It’s a blessing to see that more people ac-

cept signed languages as part of today’s human languages and understand that, while 

there are some differences between signed and spoken languages, the main purpose is 

the same and very human; that is, to communicate with others.
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Should a positive attitude toward ASL pervade American Society, we would prob-

ably see many Deaf people with fl uency in both languages, ASL and English. From 

there, they are able to enjoy both cultural and linguistic richness in both the hearing 

and Deaf worlds.

The Potential Contributions of ASL Videobooks to Deaf Learners

The “language arts” materials in ASL specifi cally designed for deaf learners are scarce 

and in desperate need of further development. Since English has been established as 

the primary language of instruction in the United States, the plethora of K–12 materi-

als in English language makes it possible for hearing children to enjoy language arts as 

a part of building the knowledge base during the early grades. There is a dearth of ASL 

materials for deaf children, who do not have the same opportunities for exposure to 

build the knowledge base during their early years of schooling. To reduce a big imbal-

ance between hearing and deaf learners, ASL Videobooks appeared to offer a good so-

lution to the aforementioned problems. The concept behind the ASL Videobooks was 

perfect, I thought, until I saw some tapes of the ASL Videobooks; then it turned out to be 

a major disappointment for me.

While I expressed my disappointment over the ASL Videobooks, I was consciously 

aware of sociopolitical trends in education of the deaf that have slowly changed, affect-

ing this project. The mastery of the English language for deaf students continues to be 

the primary, nearly obsessive, goal in deaf education settings. Even though educators 

of the deaf have begun to see the value in ASL and included ASL as part of the language 

policies in their schools, they didn’t have a full grasp of what ASL is as a language. Their 

support for the inclusion of ASL in schools is defi nitely in the right direction. Deaf chil-

dren learning through ASL are more likely to enhance their possibilities for intrinsic 

motivation to learn and, as a result, acquire new knowledge. Thus, I took initiative in 

writing a letter, with a stance of both sensitivity and frankness, to the Offi ce of Clear-

inghouse for Specialized Media and Technology under the Department of Education in 

the State of California. Below are the exchanges of communication, with some contents 

removed, in chronological order that are relevant to the concerns and hopes I have for 

the ASL Videobooks.

Addressed to the Director of Clearinghouse for Specialized Media 
and Technology from Lawrence Fleischer

This letter is to applaud the endeavor, in which your offi ce has worked in partnership 

with the California School for the Deaf, Riverside, for making the ASL Videobooks pos-

sible and available to many of us for use with Deaf children. I have every reason to be-

lieve that such a concept of the ASL Videobooks is of paramount importance to Deaf 

children’s education. I thought that the idea for having Deaf students signing different 

stories is really magnifi cent.

However, I want to share a major concern I have pertaining to the ASL Videobooks. 

My comments are limited to what I have seen in about twenty different stories that Deaf 
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children signed. The signing patterns they produced are obviously in the form of literal 

translation from English to ASL. The literal translation as rendered/displayed by Deaf 

signers in these tapes came to me, a native user of ASL, nonsensical to the point that it 

has little communication value as far as ASL is concerned. By translating sign-for-word, 

their “ASL” signing appears unnatural to the eyes of ASL users.

Mildred Larson in her book Meaning-based Translation: A Guide to Cross-Language 

Equivalence stresses the importance in avoiding literalisms in translation work. She 

emphasizes that “the translator’s goal should be to reproduce in the receptor language 

(ASL in this case) a text which communicates the same message as the source language 

(English) but using the natural grammatical and lexical choices of the receptor lan-

guage.” She calls it “idiomatic translation.”4

I am sorry that I had to bring to your attention the concern I have for the ASL Vid-

eobooks that have been produced so far. I remain hopeful that the project will continue 

with a major shift in translation work; that is, from literal translation that produces non-

sense to idiomatic translation that produces much sense.

Addressed to Lawrence Fleischer 
from the Director of Clearinghouse for Specialized Media and Technology

Thanks for your letter dated March 21 concerning CSMT’s library of ASL Videobooks. It’s 

great that you are interested in our effort to improve access to the general curriculum for 

students who are Deaf. We believe the videos help students glean more meaning from 

literature adopted by the State Board of Education.

Addressed to the Director of Clearinghouse for Specialized Media 
and Technology from Lawrence Fleischer

First of all, they must enjoy the story being told. Second, they must understand the pur-

poses behind the story: plot, character, etc. Third, they pass on their knowledge of the 

story and read, with excitement, the English text of that story. I strongly believe that full 

understanding of a story as delivered in one language generates enthusiasm, excite-

ment, and energy in students for learning the other language. Unfortunately, I haven’t 

yet seen one story from the ASL Videobooks that stirs and hold[s] my interest in watch-

ing the story from the beginning to the end. I suspect that there is another major prob-

lem (in addition to utilizing rather heavily the English syntax when signing a story) as to 

why the storytelling in the tapes I saw was not appealing. Mostly, it is because of mono-

tone, unsegmented signing that appears unnatural to the eyes of ASL users. In this man-

ner, prosodic features such as proper rhythm, tempo, stress, interest, intonation in ASL 

are missing.

I recognize that translation work is not always easy for languages including signed 

languages. Per your suggestion, I am willing to do translation work from English to

ASL on selected stories. You can pick two stories appropriately fi tting for each age 

group: 3–4 years old, 5–6 years old, 7–8 years old. I will try my best to complete them 

by October 1st.
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To me, ASL Videobooks is one of the best things that has happened to Deaf Educa-

tion. It is also a worthy investment for our deaf children today and tomorrow. We need 

to make it right and better. Indeed, it will require our hard work ahead!

Many thanks for your willingness to have discussions with me about the ASL 

Videobooks.

Addressed to Lawrence Fleischer 
from the Director of Clearinghouse for Specialized Media and Technology

Thanks for your letter dated June 6, 2002 regarding CSMT’s ASL Videobooks. I am very 

pleased that you are willing to transcribe stories for the CSMT. I will send you several 

children’s literature books in the near future.

Addressed to the Director of Clearinghouse for Specialized Media 
and Technology from Lawrence Fleischer

Last month I had a good talk with Peter Wolf, a Deaf filmmaker, about the ASL Video-

books. He had the opportunity to see some samples of the tapes (spreading over the 

four years). We both agreed strongly that the multiple stimuli on the screen appearing 

simultaneously — signing, captioning, and background scenes — are too confounding to 

the eyes of a deaf person. Peter and I brainstormed some ideas for the ASL Videobooks 

if you plan to resume funding for additional stories. With the ideas proposed below, we 

believe you could make it better and more “user friendly” too:

 1. The program should have a host and several deaf youngsters sitting in a semi-

circle.

 2. The host should give a brief summary of the story (to a viewer) before showing 

the background scenes of a story in sequence without any person signing on the 

screen and even without captioning. It is a kind of a walk-through for the viewer 

to visualize the scenes prior to “reading” a story in ASL.

 3. A signer tells a story in its entirety with the solid color of the background wall be-

hind the signer (no background scenes drawn from a book). More importantly, 

he/she doesn’t have to follow the text in English from the book. A signer simply 

carries out the meaning from the source language (English) and delivers in the 

natural form of the receptor language (ASL) to ASL viewers.

 4. The English text of a story should be limited to “rolling up” slowly from the begin-

ning to the end without the presence of a storyteller and without the background 

scenes. The host can prepare the viewers for the reading of a story in English be-

fore the text rolls up.

 5. The host and deaf youngsters can have group discussions including a “question 

& answer” session on the story being told — covering some points about scenes, 

ASL, and English.

The ideas that Peter and I suggested above are rather simple. Effective planning is all 

you need to make it a reality. It might be more costly to produce a tape for each story
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but the investment for the ASL Videobooks in this kind of arrangement will return many 

times by greater use of the tapes, both in class and out of class.

Further dialogue on this matter is very much welcome.

E-mail Correspondence between Lawrence Fleischer and the Director of 
Clearinghouse for Specialized Media and Technology, December 18, 2002

from l aw r ence fl eischer to the dir ector

Just to let you know that I just sent you a package with a videotape inside. In that tape, 

you will fi nd fi ve or six signers (all but one are second language users of ASL) telling the 

stories as listed below:

“Arthur Meets the President”
“The School Mural”
“How to Make an Apple Pie”
“The Old Barn”
“A Summer Job”

from the dir ector to l aw r ence fl eischer

Thanks for your letter and your e-mail. I look forward to seeing your transcriptions of 

the books. I’m sure we’ll fi nd the videos very informative. I seriously doubt that we’ll be 

producing any new ASL VideoBook titles this year due to staff reductions and the budget 

crises. When we are in a position to produce new videos, I’ll certainly let you know.

We are always interested in how information is organized (in this case children’s lit-

erature), how information is processed, and how differences arise when languages are 

transcribed. Failure to capture conceptual distinctions is always a risk in the art of trans-

lation. Teaching English requires the use of grammatical structures and word forms and 

it is indeed instinctive for educators to do so. CSMT’s goal is to provide a tool which 

teachers can use to help students capture content of the story using ASL and simultane-

ously stir interest in reading the print book. I believe we are accomplishing that goal.

I am interested in the similarities, differences, styles, and expressions of meaning 

when representing English in ASL and ASL in English. There are aspects of English that 

have literal meaning in ASL and there are aspects of English that should be communi-

cated idiomatically in ASL. The art of transcription is clearly the issue and thank good-

ness we are far removed from the literal translation of “butterfl y.” . . . smile. I am afraid 

that there may be a tendency to consider English and ASL as inherently independent 

when we need to weave them together to benefi t children who are Deaf and who need 

to develop the ability to read and write English effectively in a world that demands 

these skills.

I would like to make the following proposal . . . 

I think it would be terrifi c if one of your students did an independent study. I would 

provide three short children’s literature books and the student would transcribe the 

books into ASL. The student would then be videotaped telling the story based on his/

her transcription. Naturally, a home video would suffi ce . . . no special effects, no cap-
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tions, no voice. If the transcription were blessed by you and your staff, we could use the 

videos as study guides in the future. What do you think?

Addressed to the Director of Clearinghouse for Specialized Media 
and Technology from Lawrence Fleischer

I would like to reiterate how much I appreciated the endeavor you have made toward 

the ASL Videobooks project. Needless to say, the plethora of K–12 English curriculum 

packages which outline well-planned language arts programs and activities beginning 

in the early grades offers hearing students excellent learning materials for not only the 

development and refi nement of English, but also growth in conceptual understanding 

of the world. Deaf children should also have the opportunities in their exposure to lan-

guage arts in ASL for the same purpose as hearing children. ASL videobooks, if prop-

erly developed, could make a signifi cant contribution to the fi eld of deaf education. We, 

however, need to work together in order to see that deaf students avoid falling into the 

pit of meaningless lessons through watching these so-called ASL tapes.

As a native user of ASL, I must say with much frankness that deaf students signing in 

the tapes that I have viewed so far don’t look like ASL. I understand your desire in seeing 

that deaf learners gain the mastery of English through ASL storytelling by weaving to-

gether both languages as much as possible without disrupting conceptual distinctions. 

I do share the same belief with you that deaf youngsters can make good progress in En-

glish from ASL but ASL initially must come out to them crisply and crystal clear.

E-mail Correspondence from the Director of Clearinghouse for Specialized 
Media and Technology to Lawrence Fleischer, January 3, 2003

Thanks for your holiday greetings and the videotape of your CSU Northridge students.

Your students are skilled in the tradition of theatrical interpretation and show a lot of 

talent as ASL interpreters for the performing arts. I believe all have the ability to render 

an author’s meaning through such artistic performances.

Thanks too for your interest in augmenting our ASL VideoBook formula. However, 

I believe your ideas could be best implemented as a new project. As valuable and en-

tertaining as traditional storytelling methods are to students, it does not meet our cur-

rent objective. Our intent is to transfer an author’s content and meaning in a format 

that will achieve a balance between the original, printed, English version and an ASL 

transcription. A major task is to convey the book’s meaning to students who are Deaf 

while simultaneously stimulating their interest in reading and understanding the print 

version of the book. The connection/relationship between the print book, closed cap-

tions, speech, and the ASL transcription must be available, though optional, for each 

audience.

Should the CSMT embark on a new ASL project, I will certainly contact you. If you 

would like to see copies of the books produced by CSDR’s high school students this year, 

let me know. I’ll be happy to send them to you.
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Concluding Remarks with a Question

The best I can say about ASL Videobooks is that it needs to be “fi xed up” to provide 

meaningful experiences for deaf learners. It will require a considerable amount of time 

and energy to make it right. In other words, no change in ASL Videobooks means that 

we permit deaf learners to fall into the pit of meaningless lessons in ASL language art 

activities. If we make no mention of such defi ciencies in ASL Videobooks to educators 

of the deaf, they might say: “We have tried everything, even in ASL. Better skip the ASL 

part because it is found not to benefi t literacy development in deaf children. Look at 

the lack of results we were getting from ASL Videobooks. We better stop investing in 

them because it is too costly.” As I have earlier argued, I do see the enormous potential 

of ASL Videobooks for it can cultivate deaf learners to build up the power of knowledge. 

In turn, they become not only critical thinkers but also good communicators in both 

languages, ASL and English. They can also become competitors in the workplace on the 

basis of merit. This leads us to ask: In the name of critical pedagogy, should we prevent 

the domino of ASL Videobooks from falling down?

Notes

 1. Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 1997).

 2. Joan Wink, Critical Pedagogy: Notes from the Real World (New York: Longman, 2000), 55.

 3. Ibid., 71.

 4. Mildred Larson, Meaning-based Translation: A Guide to Cross-Language Equivalence (Lanham, 

Md.: University Press of America, 1984), 17.
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 10. The Decline of Deaf Clubs in the United States: 
  A Treatise on the Problem of Place

C A R O L  PA D D E N

There are very few “pl aces”  Deaf people can call their own. For most of their 

history in the United States, they have occupied spaces built by others and largely con-

trolled by others. Schools for deaf children are a prime example: from the time the fi rst 

schools for the deaf were built in the early part of the nineteenth century, spaces were 

designed and organized exclusively for deaf children by their teachers and benefactors, 

but rarely if ever by Deaf people themselves. Records from some of the fi rst deaf schools 

included discussions among their boards of directors about how to organize the lives of 

deaf children into built spaces.1 Identifi ed fi rst by deafness, deaf children were typically 

further organized within these schools on other dimensions as well: gender, race (until 

as late as 1978), and educational method.2

Outside of deaf schools and within their local communities, Deaf people had some 

opportunity to organize their own spaces. Most notable are the associations they orga-

nized throughout the United States, beginning almost at the same time as the new deaf 

schools.3 These associations and the social clubs they supported provided the founda-

tion for the enormously popular Deaf clubs of the 1940s and the 1950s. Many of these 

clubs were successful enough that they could buy their own buildings, or acquire long-

term leases to accommodate their growing membership. As these clubs became more 

permanent in the sense of brick-and-mortar places, Deaf people designed and con-

trolled what activities took place within their walls. But after a period of rapidly expand-

ing membership, Deaf clubs suddenly reversed their pattern and began a steep decline 

to where there are now very few such clubs left in the United States. Of the few that still 

remain, their membership is very small and very elderly.

William Leach in his book Country of Exiles worries that there are new social and eco-

nomic forces that are leading to the disappearance of “place” in the United States — city 

centers, community parks, and other places where Americans can gather and meet on 

a regular basis.4 Leach argues that American civic life crucially depends on brick-and-

mortar buildings, town-spaces, and other physically real spaces where people can meet 

face-to-face and interact. The much-heralded modern “spaces” — on the Internet, in 

bars, and other “imagined spaces” — are poor substitutions because they are too tem-

porary and too tenuous to serve the same functions as more physically stable places. If 

we continue to lose traditional places, Leach argues that we may fi nd ourselves facing 

large-scale disengagement and social apathy.

Deaf clubs are a case study in the “problem of place” in American life. For most of 
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their history, Deaf clubs were places where Deaf people could meet face-to-face and 

conduct social business with one another, but as with a number of American social or-

ganizations, many have since closed or declined. As we trace back their recent history, 

we can see a trajectory of change, of a rapid expansion followed by an almost equally 

rapid decline. What does the history of Deaf clubs tell us about the future of the Deaf 

community in the United States and, more generally, about the future of “place” in 

American life?

At their height of popularity, Deaf clubs could be found in nearly all major cities in 

the United States. Ohio in the 1940s had at least one Deaf club in each of its cities, not 

only in Akron, where many Deaf men and women found employment in the rubber 

tire industry during World War II, but also in the cities of Toledo, Cincinnati, Columbus, 

Cleveland, Warren, and Dayton. New York City had at least twelve different Deaf clubs 

spread out throughout the boroughs. The Union League was the largest and most popu-

lar, open through the week and every weekend night.5 Some clubs in the city were orga-

nized around sports teams: the Naismith Club in Brooklyn (named after the inventor of 

basketball) often played against the District of Columbia Club for the Deaf, where my 

father played for a few years after he graduated from Gallaudet in 1945. Formed in op-

position to the larger Union League and other sign language clubs, there were oral-only 

clubs whose membership was made up of oralists, or those who previously attended 

oral schools where sign language was prohibited, like the Laro Club (“oral” spelled back-

wards) and the Merry-Go-Rounders.

The clubs were also segregated by race and ethnicity; the black Deaf club in Cin-

cinnati was separate from the white Deaf club, as were clubs in the rest of Ohio and 

throughout the country. The Lincoln Club, a black Deaf club in Chicago, had a power-

ful basketball team. The Imperials Club in New York City, also for black Deaf members, 

didn’t have a fi xed location; instead meetings were held in a member’s home in Harlem.6

The Hebrew Association of the Deaf (HAD) had two clubs, one in Manhattan and an-

other in Brooklyn, both organized for Deaf Jewish members. Bernard Bragg, the well-

known Deaf actor, frequently attended the clubs in the shadow of his father, Wolf Bragg, 

who as director and producer staged signed plays under the auspices of the HAD.7

The few Deaf clubs that remain open today are mostly in the Midwest and the South. 

There is reportedly a club still remaining in Rochester, N.Y., where the local Deaf com-

munity says it is working hard to maintain the club and its traditions. One man re-

ported that while visiting the Akron Club he had discovered he was the youngest person 

there — at age sixty-eight. In the major cities, New York, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, 

or San Francisco, there are no clubs left.

Deaf clubs in Europe have experienced decline as well, but not as dramatically. Most 

clubs in Finland are still operating, but as in the United States, they are increasingly 

populated by the older generation, with involvement of younger Deaf people more spo-

radic and fl eeting. In southern Europe, Deaf clubs still maintain a strong presence in 

Spain and Italy, for example. In Spain, the Deaf clubs form the network of the communi-

ty’s political structure. Each province in Spain, from Galicia to Catalonia and in the capi-

tal city of Madrid, sends representatives from their clubs to the national organization. 

In the United States, there was once a similar structure that formed the basis of the state 

organizations and the national associations. Until the 1970s, the National Association 



171T H E  D E C L I N E  O F  D E A F  C L U B S

of the Deaf and the National Fraternal Society of the Deaf drew its leaders from among 

club presidents: Fred Schreiber began his career as a community leader at the District 

of Columbia Club for the Deaf, and then moved up to become executive secretary of the 

National Association of the Deaf, a post he held for many years.

The Deaf clubs of the World War II years were very much brick-and-mortar places: 

many clubs aspired to own their own buildings in order to have complete management 

of the activities within their walls. Income from selling alcohol and hosting card games, 

lotteries, and other forms of entertainment went toward the maintenance of club ac-

tivities and their buildings. At their height, the largest Deaf clubs could count on steady 

attendance several days a week if not daily, and a steady income from money-making 

activities. At special events, their halls were teeming with members, many visiting from 

other cities in the country. Clubs were places of respite where Deaf people could fi nd 

companionship away from the loneliness of the workplace where many Deaf people 

worked alone.

The decline of Deaf clubs is usually told as a story about the effects of technology. 

As new technologies began to be used in the community, Deaf people shifted their in-

terest inward to the domestic sphere. Instead of partaking in Deaf club entertainment, 

Deaf people began staying at home more, preferring instead the entertainment of the 

close-captioned television or the captioned fi lm. Or the text telephone is blamed, be-

cause Deaf people no longer needed to meet at the club to make arrangements for fu-

ture events; they could simply call one another on the telephone.

However, the timing of the introduction of these technologies does not match the 

pattern of the clubs’ decline. For example, captioned television did not become widely 

available until after 1978, a time when many clubs had already begun their steep de-

cline. Text telephone machines grew slowly during this period: in 1968, there were only 

fi ve hundred machines in use increasing to just seven thousand worldwide by 1974. In 

1988, after many clubs had already closed, the number of machines reached fi ve hun-

dred thousand.8 It is often argued that the closing of clubs led to a sharp increase in use 

of these technologies, as Deaf people turned to devices to carry out what had previ-

ously been done face-to-face. But the types of convenient technologies that are popular 

among Deaf people today for reaching friends and communicating with them — pagers, 

e-mail, voice relay — all were developed within the last fi ve years, long after most clubs 

had already closed.

We have argued elsewhere that factors other than new technologies played a role in 

the decline of Deaf clubs.9 Deaf people’s economic and work lives changed prior to the 

Second World War, and changed again following the war. When viewed historically, fac-

tors that contributed to the clubs’ popularity in the fi rst place in the years leading up to 

the Second World War ironically contributed to their demise as well in the years after.

The types of jobs that Deaf people had during the fi rst part of the twentieth century 

were artisan-type jobs, where they worked in small shops doing specialized work. With 

the rise of industrial capacity during the Second World War and the great demand for 

factory-type labor, Deaf people found they could work in factories and large plants and 

earn more than they did before.10 Deaf men and women left their homes and relocated 

where there was likely to be work: Akron, Los Angeles, New York, and Baltimore.

The Akron Club for the Deaf was hugely popular in the war years, open seven days 
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a week, twenty-four hours a day to accommodate Deaf workers ending their shifts at 

Goodyear Aircraft. GAC, as it was called by its Deaf workers, was built to assemble in re-

cord time the fi ghter planes and other forms of transportation that were needed to sup-

port America abroad. In 1941, Goodyear Aircraft sent out a nationwide call for workers 

and hired men and women in large numbers, including Deaf people. If the person ap-

peared reasonably able-bodied, they were hired, despite having no experience at all in 

the building of aircraft or in manufacturing operations. GAC was a typical World War II 

factory, designed to accommodate large groups of untrained workers, toiling long hours 

at specifi c tasks, managed by a small layer of highly skilled managers. John Bradley, a 

resident of Kent, Ohio, remembers that his parents heard from friends in New Jersey 

that Goodyear was hiring Deaf people and offering a decent wage, so they moved the 

family there. His father got a job as a riveter though he had no previous experience in 

the trade. His mother did assembly of small parts in another part of the factory. He re-

members barely literate Deaf people being hired at GAC, but it didn’t matter as there 

were so many jobs to be fi lled, including packing boxes and moving goods from one 

part of the operation to another. Buchanan estimates the number of Deaf people em-

ployed in Akron defense industries as approaching one thousand. The local club be-

came a place to go after fi nishing one’s shift, to unwind from the long hours of work. 

There were so many new Deaf people in the city, a virtual population boom, that the 

club became a good place to meet friends and for young Deaf men and women to seek 

out possible marriage partners.

The membership of the Union League and the Chicago Club for the Deaf were 

driven by a different trade — men and women who were members of the ITU, the Inter-

national Typographical Union, and made good income as printers. Friday nights at the 

club offered regular poker for printers who picked up their paychecks earlier that day. 

My grandfather, David Padden, was a staunch ITU man and a frequent habitué of the 

Chicago Club for the Deaf’s poker games. Those wanting something other than poker 

games could fi nd regular entertainment at the club. Home fi lms of the Los Angeles Club 

for the Deaf in the 1940s show crowds of men and women drinking and socializing in the 

club halls. Deaf performances of all kinds appeared regularly in these fi lms, from beauty 

pageants to skits, including objectionable blackface performances and men dressed in 

drag doing vaudeville. For family fare, there were picnics held in city parks.

When my father was offered a position at Gallaudet, my grandfather told him that 

the real money was not in teaching, but in printing. Printers could count on steady work 

and good job security, and if they wanted, they could work in almost any town. The priv-

ilege of being an ITU member is that they could work at any union shop in the country. 

If they had a yen for travel, they could move from shop to shop, substituting for regu-

lar members and earning as much as they needed. My father eventually took the job at 

Gallaudet, but he held on to his union membership, registering as NAT or “not at trade” 

status so he could work part-time on weekends at the Washington Post.

Club treasuries were supported by membership dues and admission for visiting 

nonmembers. More income came from poker games, selling food and drink, and the 

occasional raffl e drive. Some clubs earned enough income to buy their own buildings, 

as did the Akron Club and Thompson Hall in St. Paul, Minnesota. Each club had a presi-
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dent and a management structure, from the treasurer to the person who worked behind 

the bar selling drinks.

At the height of these clubs’ popularity, they excluded black Deaf men and women 

from membership. This was active segregation in the Deaf community, carried over 

from a long history of separate schools for black and white deaf children in the south-

ern states. A deep divide in job opportunities for black and white Deaf workers contrib-

uted as well. GAC did not hire many black workers; instead black Deaf workers migrat-

ing to Ohio found employment in the World Publishing Company, which printed Bibles. 

These workers would later open the Cincinnati Charter Club, a club for black Deaf men 

and women.

As the war ended, and GAC shut down production, a few Deaf workers at GAC found 

jobs making tires at the restructured factories of Goodyear or Firestone, but there were 

never as many jobs as there were during the war. In the decades to follow, Deaf work-

ers moved into other occupations. Printing remained a good occupation until the 1970s 

when “cold type” and computerized forms of reproduction began to make inroads in 

the newspaper industry. The Government Printing Offi ce, the Washington Post, and 

the Washington Evening Star were among the largest employers of Deaf printers in the 

Washington, D.C., area. As the printing industry changed and “hot” linotype machines 

were replaced by computers, the numbers of workers in those industries began to de-

cline. ITU lost its grip on the industry, and union membership dwindled. It is during 

this time that Deaf people once again moved into different kinds of work, away from 

the traditional “solitary trades” that characterized much of Deaf people’s work lives in 

the 1940s and 1950s to professional and government-type jobs. The federal government 

expanded during the 1960s, offering more programs, and they began hiring a new work-

force: women, minorities — and Deaf people. Deaf people found employment in the 

professional sector, as civil servants, teachers, rehabilitation counselors, and in other 

types of advocacy jobs.

In a book about the explosive rise in purchases of home videocassette recorders, 

Mark Levy fi nds that videotape players were available in the mid-1960s, albeit expen-

sive and diffi cult to operate, but few homes had them.11 It was not until the late 1970s 

that home videocassette recorders became popular. Levy argues that the rapid growth 

in the technology coincided with a mass employment pattern shifting away from man-

ufacturing jobs to service jobs. As workers found themselves required to accommo-

date employers’ demands for “fl ex-time,” and no longer following a predictable work 

schedule, workers were shifted off the normal network viewing schedule. They began 

to buy videocassette recorders in order to record programs for viewing at another time. 

(The other major use for videocassette recorders, rental of home videos, came later, 

once the technology was well established in the home.) According to Levy, the pub-

lic did not suddenly discover that videocassette recorders were a good technology to 

own; rather they sought out the technology in order to satisfy changed circumstances 

in their lives. The technology was not popular in the 1960s, not because it was not ex-

pertly designed, but because the practical benefi ts of the technology did not become 

apparent until later.

I argue along similar lines about the rise of communication technology in the Deaf 
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community. In another paper I wrote some years ago, I described the impact of the pro-

fessionalization of deaf education and the introduction of middle-class, professional-

type work to the Deaf community.12 By the early 1970s, many Deaf printers and factory 

workers made the transition to professional life, as did my father and a number of his 

friends. My father joined the faculty at Gallaudet in 1945, and for a number of years 

after he occasionally worked as a printer on weekends at the Washington Post for extra 

income. He stopped in 1960 as his salary increased. Fred Schreiber was a printer at the 

Washington Evening Star before he became executive secretary of the National Associa-

tion of the Deaf.

As Deaf men and women moved to the professional class, the working class became 

less broad, and became divided between those who joined the professional class and 

those who remained in the trades. The split affected membership in clubs as well, as 

the professional class moved on to other kinds of associations. Instead of Deaf clubs, 

professional associations became popular: for teachers of the deaf, rehabilitation coun-

selors, sign language teachers, and mental health professionals. New organizations rec-

ognizing gender, race, and ethnicity formed a different social dimension, moving from 

the local to the national level: the Black Deaf Advocates, the National Asian Deaf Con-

gress, the Deaf Latino Conference, the Jewish Deaf Congress, and Deaf Women United. 

Now, some thirty years after Deaf clubs declined, the community no longer divides it-

self between rival basketball clubs, oralists and manualists, or the Hebrew Associations 

of Manhattan and Brooklyn; instead the principal dimensions are class, ethnicity, gen-

der, and race. The Deaf club, designed for older kinds of social affi liations, did not seem 

able to accommodate the new social realities. For reasons that may have to do with how 

closely Deaf clubs were linked to local working-class life, either in Akron or in New York 

City, Deaf clubs didn’t change for the new social reality; instead they declined.

It could be argued that Deaf clubs metamorphosed into the Deaf advocacy centers 

that sprang into existence in the 1980s in large urban centers like Los Angeles and San 

Francisco. Funded by local and state agencies, these advocacy centers, including the 

Greater Los Angeles Association of the Deaf (GLAD) and Deaf Counseling, Advocacy 

and Referral Agency (DCARA), are decidedly more political than the Deaf clubs ever 

were. While Deaf clubs were largely self-funded, from membership dues, raffl es, and 

food service, Deaf advocacy organizations lobbied for funding from the state to support 

direct services to Deaf clients: for interpreting, counseling, and job training. The ambi-

tions of advocacy organizations have always been larger and more socially conscious 

than Deaf clubs ever were, but what advocacy organizations do not always provide is 

free unstructured social space.

Deaf clubs were fi rst and foremost places to congregate, to meet after work on week-

day and weekend nights. Deaf clubs organized cultural entertainment: skits, beauty 

pageants, storytelling, and other forms of narrative. Advocacy organizations can have 

a cultural agenda, but it is planned and infrequent. Deaf clubs invited drop-ins from 

anywhere around the country, even the world, but advocacy organizations are profes-

sional spaces fi rst and foremost, and social spaces secondarily. Instead of selling beer 

on weekend nights, these organizations have bookstores and sell educational materials 

about Deaf people, their sign language, and their culture.

We remain romantic about Deaf clubs because they seem more like real “places” 
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compared to the more fl uid and porous meeting places that exist today in the United 

States. In San Diego, young Deaf people meet at a local coffee house every Friday, bor-

rowing a corner of the commercial space for social interaction. In other towns, shop-

ping malls attract Deaf youth, but by the time they fi nd a regular place to meet, security 

offi cers ask them to keep moving to avoid loitering. There seems to be no dedicated 

“place” for impromptu social gatherings. The Deaf clubs of the 1940s and 1950s met in 

buildings that were rented or owned by Deaf people. They had budgets, though small, 

but there was autonomy and entrepreneurship (and sometimes a little embezzling, as 

in Bernard Bragg and Eugene Bergman’s fi ctional Deaf club in their play Tales from a 

Clubroom).13 Much of the popular American Sign Language (ASL) literature that can be 

found in sign language books — fi ngerspelled alphabet stories, popular narratives, even 

styles of performance — can be traced back to Deaf club performances.

Leach’s worries notwithstanding, American Deaf clubs were places for a certain 

kind of time and economy, and that era has passed. Deaf clubs were fi ercely segregated 

spaces, such that few white Deaf people today remember or know very little, if anything, 

about black Deaf clubs in their cities, even as they mourn the passing of their favorite 

Deaf clubs. The clubs of the 1940s and 1950s mapped onto a social dimension that is 

changed today; instead of oralists and manualists, black and white, athletes and non-

athletes, poker players and entertainers, we have black Deaf advocates and Latino Deaf 

advocates, Deaf academics and mental health professionals, interpreter program train-

ers and ASL teachers. These identities exist along dimensions of civil rights, citizenship, 

and professions, which are very much of the twenty-fi rst century.14 It may be that the 

new “places,” such as advocacy organizations, are more fl uid and porous because they 

are more accommodating of these different social dimensions. A few advocacy groups 

have built their own centers; for example, GLAD recently opened a home offi ce built 

with donated funds, returning perhaps to the brick-and-mortar ambitions of older Deaf 

clubs, although with a different social mission.

The story about American Deaf clubs is often told as a story about technology and 

how it rendered social spaces irrelevant, as Deaf people found new and effi cient means 

of carrying out social interaction. But in this case, the timing of a particular technology, 

the captioned television or the text telephone, did not take place before social change; 

instead the technology was adopted after their social lives had changed, and after Deaf 

people realized that their social circumstances were ideal for a new technology. The 

story about American Deaf clubs should be told as a narrative about how Deaf people’s 

work lives changed, and how their relationships with each other changed, introducing 

new tensions of class, race, gender, and ethnicity, in the end rendering the Deaf club ir-

relevant to the new social realities. Now if one visits one of the few remaining Deaf clubs, 

it feels as if traveling back in time: the elderly sitting in meeting halls, playing cards per-

haps, and gossiping about friends. Whatever “place” is, it cannot be about resurrecting 

the old, but must be about reinnovating and regenerating new kinds of spaces. From 

her study of a church in Los Angeles with a Deaf congregation, Rayman fi nds that the 

Deaf members shared a remarkable tolerance for temporary and borrowed spaces.15

The hearing members, on the other hand, became distressed when the space began to 

fl uctuate during a period of relocation, and many left the church. Rayman argues that 

Deaf people in the United States are accustomed to “instabilities of place” because of 
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their particular history in this country. As her fi eldwork with the congregation neared 

an end, the church’s fortunes shifted, and a new permanent space was located for the 

two congregations to share. Given even a tolerance for temporary spaces, Deaf people 

eventually do seek to make their spaces more physically permanent.

Returning to the question that opened this essay: does the disappearance of Deaf 

clubs signal a different future — perhaps a declining one — for the Deaf community? It 

is too soon to tell, or maybe Deaf clubs aren’t the right kind of evidence of decline of a 

community. They were designed for a certain time and type of workforce that has long 

passed. They rose in popularity because they suited the structure of the factory work-

day — the isolation Deaf people experienced while working in a factory and their need 

for social gathering at the end of the workday. When Deaf people moved into different 

kinds of jobs, Deaf clubs no longer suited their lives, and they began their long decline. 

In their place are other kinds of associations, more fl uid in their locations but not en-

tirely. What we need to understand is how in the midst of change, communities rebuild 

and redesign their spaces.
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11. Think-Between: A Deaf Studies Commonplace Book

B R E N DA  J O  B R U E G G E M A N N

Perspective, as its inventor remarked, is a beautiful thing.

 — George Eliot [Mary Ann Evans], Daniel Deronda

For some time now  I have been imagining a theory of “betweenity,” especially as 

it exists in Deaf Culture, identity, and language. And because I teach a great deal in the 

larger umbrella of “Disability Studies” these days, I have also been thinking about the 

expansion of that deaf-betweenity to “disability” more largely. (Of course, I’ve also then 

been thinking about the way that deafness itself occupies an interesting “betweenity” in 

relationship to disability identity.) In any case — whether deaf, disabled, or between — I’m 

fi nding that I’m generally more interested in the hot dog rather than the bun, the creme 

fi lling in the oreo (which, if you’ve noticed, has been changing a lot lately) rather than 

just the twinned chocolate sandwich cookies on the outside. Give me a hyphen any day. 

To be sure, the words on either side of the hyphen are interesting, too; but what is hap-

pening in that hyphen — the moment of magic artistry there in that half-dash — is what 

really catches my eye.

Between “Deaf” and “deaf” (or, The Names We Call Ourselves)

In disability culture and studies, as well as in Deaf Culture and Studies, we often get back 

to — or maybe, yes, we also get forward to — discussions about what we do and don’t 

want to be called. Deaf Culture, in particular, has been around the block with this dis-

cussion for a long, long time. I offer three exhibits for consideration:

e x hibit a :

From the University of Brighton, UK, http://staffcentral.brighton.ac.uk/clt/disability/

Deaf.htm:

Note on terminology:

The term “Deaf” (with a capital D) is the preferred usage of some people who are either 

born profoundly deaf or who become deaf at a very early age and who regard themselves as 

belonging to the Deaf community. Like people in many communities, those within the Deaf 

community are bound together by a feeling of identifying with other Deaf people. People in 

the Deaf community share, amongst other things, a sense of Deaf pride, traditions, values, 

lifestyles, humour, folklore, art, theatre, as well as a rich common language.



178 B R E N D A  J O  B R U E G G E M A N N

e x hibit b :

From a copyedited essay (on interpreters) that I received back from the university press 

editors:

I do not understand the distinctions between use of upper and lower-case D for deafness? 

Please clarify for my own knowledge and for the general scope of this book.

e x hibit c :

From Gina Oliva, author of Alone in the Mainstream: A Deaf Woman Remembers Public 

Schools, the fi rst book in the new “Deaf Lives” series of autobiography, biography, and 

documentary at Gallaudet University Press that I edit.1 This is a memo Gina sent to me 

after the copyeditors asked her to double-check and “clarify” her use of Deaf/deaf in the 

manuscript:

Subject: deaf vs. Deaf

To:  brueggemann.1@osu.edu

Hi Brenda . . . I took a look at Padden and Humphries and decided it made sense to use Deaf 

when referring to adults in the Deaf community. If they are oral deaf, I will call them deaf. As 

for children, I would stick with deaf and hard of hearing children (lower case). This means 

that the “big D” will appear much in my book, as I say “Deaf adults this” and “Deaf adults 

that” a lot. I also say “deaf and hard of hearing children” a lot.

Then I looked at “Journey into the Deaf-World” (Lane, Hoffmeister, Bahan) and see that they 

advocate using Deaf for any child who is deaf and couldn’t access info without assistance.

Hmmmmm. . . . Do you have any opinion about this???? I checked some other books. . . . 

Wrigley uses Deaf predominantly. Preston does not. I have others I can check . . . but my 

guess is there is little consensus about this.

As these exhibits illustrate, where we draw the line in relationships between “deaf” and 

“Deaf” is a question of common placement.

In Deaf Studies we can explore, and perhaps even expand upon, the defi nitions of 

the terms of d/Deaf operations — subtracting, adding, dividing, and multiplying the 

possibilities — for the key naming terms like “deaf,” “Deaf,” “hard-of-hearing,” “late 

deafened,” “hearing-impaired,” “has hearing loss,” “think-hearing,” and my mother’s 

personal favorite for me, “has selective hearing.” But we can also move further out in 

the concentric circles by studying, for example, the mapping and meaning of mental 

profi ciency labels alongside audiometric ones and noting their in-common categori-

zations — “moderate,” “severe,” “profound.” Interestingly enough, these IQ labels par-

allel those assigned to hearing loss by medical practitioners — and both sets of terms 

came onto the diagnostic screen in our culture at about the same time. Moreover, if 

you simply rotate the axes of the two bell curves created by either the IQ or audiometric 

charts as they plot out “normal,” “moderate,” “severe,” and “profound” you would fi nd 

them folding neatly right on top of each other. Is this parallel only circumstance or do 

the angles between these two medical charts make more meaning in their overlay and 

intersections?
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For one way to further explore this curious commonplace, we might consider that 

in the Nazi’s national socialist regime during the early 1940s, people with disabilities in 

psychiatric institutions throughout the German Reich became subject to “euthanasia” 

at the hands of their own doctors and nurses. In what became known as the T-4 program 

during 1941–42, at least 270,273 patients from these institutions were transported to 

seven designated institutions and here, at these seven killing centers — usually imme-

diately upon transport arrival — they were killed in gas chambers that became the ex-

perimental locations of “the Final Solution” targeted at Jewish people a few years later. 

Before the T-4 program, in the 1930s, many of these patients/people were also steril-

ized. After the T-4 program offi cially ended in 1942 an estimated additional one hun-

dred thousand “patients” in these institutions may have died as victims of what is now 

called the “wild euthanasia” period when patients were administered drug overdoses 

or starved to death “unoffi cially.” My point in telling these troubling facts is that at this 

time, as well as other times both past and present, people who were deaf in Germany 

(taubstumme — deaf and dumb) were often as not collapsed in diagnoses of other men-

tal disabilities as well. I have looked at remaining records from one of these killing cen-

ters (which is still, eerily enough, a fully functioning psychiatric institution even today) 

as well as some records from the T-4 program housed in the German federal archives 

(Bundesarchiv) and I have, for myself, seen this confl ation written on the records of sev-

eral patients.

My point is that in the commonplace book of “deafness” things are not always 

clearly or singularly defi ned, designated, determined as “just,” or “pure,” or “only” deaf-

ness. And however much some deaf people may want to resist being labeled as “dis-

abled,” the fact remains that they are often labeled as such and that these labels — in 

all cases — are not always accurate though they may be, as it were, with consequences. 

Certainly deaf people should want to resist the easy confl ation of their “condition” with 

others that coexist in degrees of “moderate,” “severe,” and “profound” — realizing the 

violence that can be (and has been) done with such an overlay. Yet also, just as certainly, 

I would suggest that to resist and distance one’s self-identity and group identity from 

those whose condition has been deemed (for better or worse, for right or wrong) affi li-

ated with hearing loss, would also be, in essence, to do further violence to those others 

with whom “authorities” have placed us (deaf people) in categorical similarity. Who — or 

what — are deaf people so afraid of when they resist placement in the commonplace of 

“disability”?

This unnamed fear also has us (and them) working (hard, very hard) to contrast

“deaf” and “Deaf.” The originary location of the Deaf/deaf divide dates around 1972, 

purportedly from coined usage in a seminal Deaf Studies essay by James Woodward, 

How You Gonna Get to Heaven If You Can’t Talk to Jesus? On Depathologizing Deafness.2

Thus, the defi nitional divide has been around for over thirty years. Yet aside from its 

usage in presses and publications long familiar with the commonplaces of “deafness,” 

it must commonly still be footnoted in an academic text in order to explain, yet once 

again, what the distinctions between Big D “Deafness” and little d “deafness” are. Even 

when the distinctions are used, they are most often used, interestingly enough, in direct 

relation to each other; one is just as likely to see “d/Deaf” or “D/deaf” written as one is 
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to see just “Deaf” or even “deaf” standing alone in a text that has set up this distinction. 

Thus, the divisional/defi nitional terms of “Deaf” and (or versus) “deaf” more often than 

not come in tandem as d/Deaf. As such, they are twinned — doppelgangers. Mirror mir-

ror on the wall . . . they whisper and sign back and forth to each other.

The twinning of d/Deaf is perhaps safer that way since often, when pressed, it will 

be hard to determine at any one moment in a text whether the Big D “cultural/linguis-

tic” arena is where we are or if we are just in the small d “audiological/medical” space. 

And what if we are in both places at the same time? The long-standing and footnoting 

practice of establishing some kind of border patrol between these terms tries to defi ne 

and differentiate — apples here, oranges there — but more often than not the aliens still 

wind up looking very much like the natives. And perhaps it is really an avocado that is 

wanted, anyway? In most cases, for example, deaf students can’t enroll in a state resi-

dential institution — long deemed the center of American Deaf Culture and the sanctu-

ary for American Sign Language (ASL), and thus, a common place for Big D cultural/

linguistic Deafness — without offering an audiogram and fi rst being able to claim their 

little d deafness. Until just 2002 and the establishment of Gallaudet University’s new 

HUG program (Hearing UnderGraduates), you could not get into the world’s only liberal 

arts college for deaf and hard-of-hearing students without proof of (fl awed) audiogram: 

you had to be deaf in order to go there and engage in the particular Gallaudet cultural 

practices that might also then mark you as Deaf.

Yet when the question is often posed about the differences between “deaf” and 

“Deaf” — as it was by a recent editor I worked with (see Exhibit B above) and, really, by 

almost every editor I’ve ever had in twenty years of writing about, in, from, around deaf-

ness3 — most often the answer given is either “language — the use of ASL” or even more 

simple (yet complex), “attitude.” And suddenly, there you are again, in another dark and 

thick forest without a working compass: “What kind of attitude?” you have to wonder. 

And what levels and types and uses of signed communication?

And what does it mean, anyway, to locate the choice position within the capital 

D? Is this not also an assault and an oppression — a dominance of one way of thinking 

(epistemology) and being (ontology) over another? This think-between space between 

“deaf” and “Deaf” is a rock and a hard place for Deaf Studies. I wonder what happens 

if we squeeze (more) in there? What if we don’t “draw the line” on, around, through, or 

under where someone is (and isn’t) “culturally deaf” or not? What if we stop footnoting 

and explaining (and educating “them” again and again and again, as we have for almost 

thirty years now) what we’ve learned to chant from almost rote memorization when we 

endeavor, once again, to explain the “difference” between little d and Big D deafness? 

But “they” never seem to hear a word of any of this, and so we go on footnoting and 

explaining and educating about the distinctions between “Deaf” and “deaf.” If a (deaf) 

tree falls in the (hearing) forest, does anyone then really “hear” it?

Can we create a new geometry, a new space for “deaf” (and thus “Deaf” as well) to 

be in and for those trees to fall in? To answer such questions might be to enter more into 

questions of perspective. How, for example, might we follow both the dynamic fl ow and 

static stance of terms like “deaf,” while along the way working also to understand our 

culture’s long-standing cure-based obsessions with defi nitive causes and effects where 
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deafness matters? What were — and are — the circumstances that create “deaf” or “Deaf” 

to begin with (and in continuance)? Whose testimony counts — and when and where 

and why and how — when it comes to authorizing d/Deaf identity or the “condition” of 

“deafness”?

What I am suggesting with these questions is that we might begin in Deaf Studies to 

push beyond the mere recitation of the “d/Deaf” pledge in our footnotes and to explore, 

instead, all the rhetorical situations that arise from the d/D distinctions, that bring the 

distinctions to bear, and that, most importantly, keep shifting them like an identity ka-

leidoscope in our own hands.

The (Deaf) Cyborg Space

Within the deaf kaleidoscope is the fragmented but also contained — and beauti-

ful — image of the ever-shifting deaf cyborg. The seamed and seeming boundaries 

between “cure” and “control” in constructing the deaf cyborg body is a potent com-

monplace, especially for late twentieth- and early twenty-fi rst-century Deaf Studies. 

Obviously, this seamed space might be illustrated in the controversy over cochlear im-

plants and the deaf cyborg who, borrowing on cultural critic Donna Haraway’s terms, 

becomes the “hybrid of machine and organism,” the creation of “a creature of social 

reality as well as a creature of fi ction” that has already “change[d] what counts as [deaf 

people’s] experience in the late twentieth century.”4

What Haraway’s cyborg myth foretells is that deaf people and the Deaf world won’t 

likely disappear, implanted as alien others. This is instead likely to be a tale of “trans-

gressed boundaries, potent fusions,” as Haraway’s cyborg myth suggests: the bound-

aries might change, but the fusion will likely remain potent. At Gallaudet University, 

for example, they have begun counting the numbers of their students who arrive now 

with cochlear implants, and for each of the past four years that they have been count-

ing, the number virtually doubles itself each year. In effect, the cochlear implant seems 

to be squaring itself as the technology advances and the next generation of young deaf 

and hard-of-hearing people comes of counting age. Even at Kendall School, the dem-

onstration elementary school on the Gallaudet campus, education about the implant 

(for those who have them as well as for those who don’t) takes the form of several chil-

dren’s books and a Barbie-like doll, “C.I. Joe” (who also happens to be African Ameri-

can). Even at hearing-dominated state universities like my own (Ohio State University), 

the cochlear implant makes headlines as one of the major Friday feature stories in the 

campus newspaper — and this at a university that records only two students with co-

chlear implants (among the fi fty-four thousand enrolled here).

In Deaf Studies we might begin to rethink the potent fusions in the boundaries cre-

ated by cochlear implants — between then (the past) and now (the present), as well as 

between now (the present) and then (the future). Tough, opportunistic, interesting, 

and sometimes even beautiful things grow in the cracks of structures seemingly well 

established and impenetrable; the cochlear implant cyborg might just be such a crack-

dweller. It will take far more than an implant to make deaf identity (whatever it might 

be) go away. Like dandelions on the hearing lawn, deaf people greet the cultivated green 
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with sunny color and tenacious bearing season after season, generation upon genera-

tion. Hearing aids have never pulled the rug entirely out from under deafness; eugeni-

cists couldn’t either (although they are tugging very hard again); and oral-focused edu-

cators mostly just continue to sweep things under the rug so the house looks very tidy 

on the surface.

This is not to suggest that we should not worry. We should. We need only glance over 

our shoulders at the specter of those doctors during the Nazi era who had themselves 

(and important others) convinced that living a life with a disability was a life simply 

not worth living. Under such a conviction, these doctors killed over 270,000 of those 

lives deemed “unworthy” in gas chambers (as well as through nurse-administered drug 

overdoses or even through “simple” starvation) in a program they termed “Euthanasia.” 

Deaf people were one of the eight categories of people targeted for these “mercy deaths” 

in the T-4 program of 1941–42, as well as being common victims of the sterilizations 

that occurred for a decade before the T-4 “Euthanasia” program. Those Nazi doctors 

also thought they were “improving” the lives of their patients and they developed chill-

ing technologies (the gas chambers) to effi ciently carry out those “improvements.” The 

smoke rising in thick acrimonious billows day and night from the psychiatric institute 

set up on the hill over the sleepy little village of Hadamar, Germany, during 1941–42 (as 

but one example captured with disturbing clarity in several photos of the time) makes 

at least one thing very clear: where there is smoke, there is fi re.

Still, while we look for the fi re, we should also be critically careful not to let cochlear 

implants create a smoke screen that hides other strong magic at work. Even the technol-

ogy in hearing aids, FM systems, real-time captioning, video conferencing, instant mes-

saging, the Internet, and e-mail matters in the cyborg mix here. If you have been to Gal-

laudet University lately you would likely notice how electronic pagers (instant e-mail) 

have radically changed “the Deaf gaze.” These days when you walk across the campus 

of the world’s only liberal arts university for deaf and hard-of-hearing students, you are 

just as likely — perhaps even more likely — to see an individual deaf student with head 

bent and thumbs fl ying at her pager as she walks from place to place as you are to see 

the older scene of two students signing with hands high above their head, “shouting” at 

each other from across Kendall Green, the oval grassy area at the center of Gallaudet’s 

campus.

Do these pagers and other devices of instant communication really connect — or 

disconnect — deaf people? What distortions and/or enhancements are aided by “the 

electronic eye” extension of the Deaf gaze in these instances? What might be the form 

of the see  sign for extended pager gazing? And why are such devices, when used to aid 

the deafened ear, commonly referred to as “assistive” or “adaptive” technologies when, 

after all, technology/ies are — by the very nature of the defi nition of the term — assis-

tive and adaptive to begin with? Why is it, for example, that a Blackberry in the hands 

of a hearing person suddenly sheds its adaptive or assistive skin and becomes instead 

just another device to fi ll up one’s airport or driving time or to conduct one’s business 

incessantly?

With questions like these — as well as attempts and critical discussions about 

them — Deaf Studies would be attending to the rhetorical relationships between our 
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technologies and our identity. In essence, we would be investigating the shape and 

substance of purpose, intention, motivation, and communication that such small but 

strong technology has in refi guring “the Deaf gaze,” in changing deaf people’s status as 

“people of the eyes.” We would be considering the dynamic or static perspectives that 

these technologies — as “adaptive technologies” or “assistive technologies” — play in not 

just our (deaf) lives but in hearing lives too, as well as the relationships and lives be-

tween those spaces. Deaf Studies would do well to gaze here.

Lingering in the (Un)Common Space of Language

Deaf people and their uses of signed (or even/additionally/predominately oral) lan-

guages offer a rich commonplace site for the study of how language inherently op-

presses, standardizes, and yet also resists — all at the same time — whatever it comes in 

contact with and even, too, whatever it makes for and of itself. Language duplicates, 

replicates, reinforces itself (so that, as George Bernard Shaw wrote in “Maxims for Revo-

lutionists,” “no man fully capable of his own language ever masters another”),5 yet lan-

guage also resists its own pure replication and dominance. This is not to signify that 

deaf people have no respect for their sign language (or their multiple other forms of 

language), but only to suggest that language is always refi guring its own space just as it 

makes that space operate much like a kaleidoscope — where elements and perspectives 

may often shift but the whole and its contents really remain the same. Thus, to aim for 

some sort of standardization of (a/the) language is only, in effect, to assure that it is aw-

fully (and awesomely) darn slippery to begin with; sooner or later something or some-

one comes along and bumps the kaleidoscope — a little or a lot — and a new image (still 

with the same basic contents) appears. Perspectives shift.

Such shifting also happens to represent the slippery business of rhetoric where the 

communication triangle and its emphasized angles are always in changing relationships 

to each other. Aristotle’s entire second book of the Rhetoric emphasizes this contextu-

ally dependent shifting as he attempts to categorize and consider all the kinds of audi-

ence a rhetor might be dealing with and how those audiences might react to given kinds 

of subjects presented in certain kinds of ways.6 “Discovering all the available means of 

persuasion,” which was how Aristotle defi ned the art of rhetoric, becomes much like the 

number of combinations one can view in the elements contained in a kaleidoscope.

In this space of ever-unfolding possibilities, Deaf Studies (which is, often as not, as-

sociated with the study and teaching of sign languages) could consider the way that sign 

languages are themselves reaching for, lurching toward, grasping at, and pushing against 

standardization. And this is not uncommon. Language is only a tool — and an often in-

adequate one — for ever trying to get at or toward or even around “the truth.” Diction-

aries and attempts to “capture” or standardize any language also operate under such 

perspective-oriented prevailing paradigms. Yet dictionaries are defi nitely needed — if 

for no other reason than to record the revolutionary and rhetorical shifts that language 

can make. “Hold still, we’re going to do your portrait,” writes French feminist theorist 

Hélène Cixous about the rhetorical act of representation, “so that you can begin looking 

like it right away.”7 In Deaf Studies we should be focusing on the portrait-doing involved 
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in developing and publishing any kind of sign language. No scholar has yet, for exam-

ple, to undertake a serious study of even the earliest representations of hand alphabets 

or sign systems published. To be sure, these early printed representations can often be 

found in history/ies written about deaf people and their use of sign languages. But they 

are more often than not simply gestured toward and not ever (yet) analyzed in terms of 

what their shifting representations might mean and say “at large” for language systems 

or even in comparison with each other as commonplace sign systems.

We might also then look backwards (yet still forwards) to the commonplaces of a 

sign language’s (near) disappearance or considerable reconfi guration. For an example 

of its reconfi guration, there are sites such as seventeenth-century English educator and 

rhetorician John Bulwer’s adaptation of signs, gestures, body confi gurations, and facial 

expressions in his classical and seminal rhetorical-elocutionary treatises, Chirologia

and Chironomia.8 Bulwer is credited for founding the “elocutionary movement” in the 

history of rhetoric with his elaborately detailed descriptions (and prescriptions) of what 

the hands, body, and face could do in the act and art of persuasion in his two treatises 

on “the art of the hand.” We now also know that he was one of the earliest English deaf 

educators and even more signifi cantly, we now also know that he had a deaf daughter 

whose name happened to be Chirolea. Yet Bulwer himself never credits any “language 

of gestures” he might have acquired from these two deaf sites in his life that would, most 

likely, have had a signifi cant infl uence on his ability to create these two rhetorical trea-

tises to begin with.

We could also contemplate, for example, the changing shape of sign language in 

places like rural Nebraska now that the state residential institution for deaf students has 

been closed. How does the lack of such an important site for developing and sharing 

language among deaf and hard-of-hearing children who are more often than not iso-

lated and singular in their deafness change the face of American Sign Language over-

all? Or too, we might explore more about how deaf people negotiated sign language in 

Germany during the Nazi regime when they were not only targets of forced sterilization 

but also the potential victims of the T-4 “Euthanasia” program of 1941–42. How did deaf 

people sign when their lives likely depended on not marking themselves as deaf in any 

way? And after World War II, what happened to deaf ways — their schools, clubs, work-

places, and shared language — between East and West Germany? Further, how have (or 

haven’t) German signs “reunifi ed” since the wall fell in 1989? We would also want to 

look forward to the development of “new” sign languages in developing or “third world” 

countries or in places like reunifi ed Germany or, even, say across the city of Berlin where 

not so long ago four nations occupied the city limits. What can we learn about standard-

ization and the values of language — any language — from these developments?

And fi nally, we would also do well to look across the plains of the present, to squint 

our eyes in the startling sunlight of American Sign Language’s immense popularity on 

high school and college campuses where it is now taught (usually as a “foreign” lan-

guage requirement). While the Deaf world frets over the loss of Deaf Culture and identity 

at the hands of geneticists, cochlear implant surgeons, and hearing parents (to name 

but a few of the largest threats), the truth of another matter is that on campuses where 

it is offered, no language except Spanish enrolls better than ASL right now. In Summer 
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2003, the Modern Language Association’s new report on college foreign language of-

ferings marked ASL courses in higher education as up a remarkable 432 percent in the 

past fi ve years.9 (The next closest increase fi gure was Arabic at 94 percent.) This put ASL 

offi cially in the fi fth-place seat for “most commonly taught language in college.” Yet, if 

we were also to factor in that the other four languages ahead of ASL in this survey are 

likely taught at each and every college where foreign language is offered — and that ASL 

is still very much a lesser-taught language that is, in fact, still rarely taught at most col-

leges — the popularity of ASL probably outstrips the four languages that place ahead 

of it. In fact, demand almost never matches supply in the case of ASL instruction since 

qualifi ed ASL instructors at the high school and university certifi cation level are as rare, 

say, as oceanfront property in Kansas.

How is this massively popular instruction changing the face — and shape — of ASL?10

And what should be the “perspective” of Deaf Studies on these issues when, ironically, 

more and more deaf/hard-of-hearing children are “mainstreamed” and implanted and 

often kept away from sign language while their hearing peers fl ock to ASL classes? What 

interesting rhetoric is at work on the two sides of this single language-learning coin? 

Who profi ts from such a great increase in ASL instruction? The wise owl of Deaf Studies 

should be forming this “who?” on its own lips and hands.

Writing (and) Deafness

The wise owl should also ponder writing. As a form of expression typically (and too 

often) considered oppositional for modern deaf people, what in fact might writing (typ-

ically an English-ed act) have in common with signing? How might writing extend sign-

ing — and how too, might signing extend writing? Jacques Derrida has raised this ques-

tion “at hand”:

When we say that writing extends the fi eld and the powers of locutionary or gestural com-

munication, are we not presupposing a kind of homogeneous space of communication? The 

range of the voice or of gesture appears to encounter a factual limit here, an empirical bound-

ary of space and of time; and writing, within the same time, within the same space, manages 

to loosen the limits, to open the same fi eld to a much greater range.11

In Deaf Studies I think we have some remarkable and rich work still left to do, philo-

sophically and practically, in the space between writing and signing. Not only can we 

perhaps de-Derrida Derrida himself in expanding the philosophical space between 

writing and signing, but we can, just as importantly, work to fi nd better ways to translate 

and transliterate what happens in the space between English and ASL. This multiper-

spective orientation would be especially important for both deaf and hearing students 

who are struggling to enter that between space.

It will be most fruitful to do this practical and philosophical “perspectival” work 

not from the center of English studies (where it has already been tried and yet never 

true) but rather from the center (and margins) of Deaf Studies. When Deaf Studies starts 

thinking about how to translate, transliterate, and teach in the space between English 
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and ASL, for example, we are likely to become all the more able “to loosen the limits, 

to open the same fi eld to a much greater range,” as Derrida has suggested. Why leave it 

up to English departments and deaf education and (socio)linguistics? These three sites, 

in particular, have long skewed the center and arranged themselves as the triangle of 

matters associated with “deaf language and literacy instruction.”12 Why keep the loca-

tion of locution always already there? Certainly, English Studies and Deaf Education and 

scientifi c linguistic study have things to offer the study of signed languages — and they 

should continue to do so. But how much longer must we continue to look for the keys 

to the uses and power of signed languages for deaf people under the brighter lamps of 

these more dominant (and better funded) areas of the academy just because the light is 

there when, in fact, we know the keys are in a less well-lighted place a few steps back or 

around the next corner?

Let Deaf Studies take up the questions often left to the long legacy of Western phi-

losophy — from Plato to Derrida and back again: What difference does writing make? Do 

feminist theories about “writing the body” (Cixous, for example) apply to and invigorate, 

or further erase, deaf people and their way of performing literacy? If writing is a perfor-

mance (as the latest theoretical rage proclaims) — and sign language is also performa-

tive — do these two have even more in common than we have yet begun to explore? Is 

deafness the hiccup — the errant locution in the location — of the all-too-standardized 

connections between reading and writing that are chanted in our educational history? 

Deaf Studies might attend to asking and exploring a question that one professor of phi-

losophy at my own university recently titled his own campus lecture with (even though 

he did not have sign languages in mind) — “how can language change your hearing?”

Let us begin, now even more than ever, to answer that question from within Deaf 

Studies. Not only should we begin, for example, to critically engage the construction of 

“deaf lives” from these other fi elds, but we should also (and this is very important) be 

encouraging the creation, production, and reception of deaf lives through such chan-

nels as biography, autobiography, and documentary. As I revised an earlier version of 

this essay from a café in Berlin, Germany, I was reminded, you see, that I am deaf in 

any and all languages and cultures; the German language does not, in essence, seem to 

change my hearing.

“How can language change your hearing?” Indeed, that is no small question. It is 

also not an unfamiliar question since “deaf education” has been around the block with 

it at least several times over. What if we also began to ask more about how it is that “deaf 

ways” can actually be used as a method and means of changing even dominant Western 

classroom and pedagogical practices? And what if we just stopped rehearsing the al-

ready well-articulated history of deaf education in the United States? What if instead we 

asked, for example, what this history (of “deaf education”) shows us about all of Western 

education? As Margret Winzer has challenged us in her excellent history of special edu-

cation, we might think more of how deaf education ripples in the larger pond:

The way that children are trained and schooled is a crucial demonstration of the way that 
they are perceived and treated in a given society. . . . Discovering who was taught, and when 
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and how, is related far more to the social, political, legislative, economic, and religious forces 

at work in a society than it is to the unique social and educational needs of disabled persons. 

At the same time, this history mirrors our progress toward appreciating the basic humanity of 

all people.13

Deaf education did not — and does not — occur in a socioeconomic-historical vacuum. 

We can get so hung up on A. G. Bell and his legacy, for example, that we forget to answer 

the other incoming calls about the interplay of speech, education, and “normalcy” as 

this tangled braid brought us into the twentieth century.

Think-Eye

Where I fi t in and can answer the calls I’ve proposed myself for Deaf Studies is also 

about all the calls I probably cannot answer but still yearn to engage in or make. Some 

days I am so energized by all the possibilities of Deaf Studies that I am exploding. Other 

days, I am so daunted by all the possibilities that I am imploding.

I come to Deaf Studies as a “hard-of-hearing” (the only term my family could use) 

girl from the extremely rural region of western Kansas; there are still less than twenty-fi ve 

people per square mile in Greeley County, Kansas. I come as someone who didn’t even 

know what sign language or, say, Gallaudet University was (let alone a single sign or the 

idea of “deaf education”) until the age of twenty-nine. I come as the granddaughter of a 

deaf woman (although she was called hard-of-hearing too) and the inheritor and car-

rier and engenderer of a complicated string of hearing loss and kidney “abnormalities” 

in my family. I come with two children (one has the kidney abnormalities) who perhaps 

understand my “deafness” in ways that my own parents didn’t and in ways, too, that I 

myself still don’t. (They are perhaps more “deaf” than me, I’ve written elsewhere.)14

I come always wanting to fi t in. Yet I also come always wanting to ask questions and 

not fi t in. I arrive doubly hyphenated (hard-of-hearing), with a lot going on in those 

multiple hyphenated between spaces. I come, I suppose, thinking between — thinking 

in another kind of between space between think-deaf and think-hearing: think-eye. For 

the deaf space is a visual space, an “eye” space — and also too, an I-space. We still have 

a lot to learn from each “I” and from each “eye.” Perspective (the “eye”) really matters; 

the personal (the “I”) experience really matters as well. This little between space can 

be, in fact, rather expansive. It is a space of potent possibilities, contained and yet ka-

leidoscopic in its perspectives. As late nineteenth-century English novelist George Eliot 

(Mary Ann Evans) knew, as she was writing a novel named for a male protagonist and 

using a male pseudonym herself, perspective is a beautiful thing.

There are so many ways to bump and see the same pieces again, but now all ar-

ranged differently. In keeping our eyes out for deaf commonplaces while also admir-

ing the ever-shifting capabilities of perspectives (in both our “eyes” and our “I’s”) and 

attending to the value of being between worlds, words, languages, cultures even as we 

can be contained in either one, the sites and sights of Deaf Studies promise us ever en-

chanted explorations.
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Notes

  I owe a great debt to several colleagues for their roles in making this essay happen. First, and most 

signifi cantly, Dirksen Bauman not only helped instigate — and inspire — the ideas here when he 

invited me to be a part of the Summer 2002 Deaf Studies Think Tank, but he gently harassed me 

into writing an introductory “personal statement” for the Think Tank that became, in essence, the 

genesis of this essay’s content. Later, as we continued to hold vibrant electronic and face-to-face 

conversations about my ideas and examples under development, he further infl uenced not only 

the content but also the form of this essay. In a sense, I think of this piece as a collaboration with 

Dirksen. Colleagues Cathy Kudlick (California State–Davis) and Jim Ferris (University of Wiscon-

sin) also came to play a part in the production of this piece as the three of us shared a kind of tria-

logue performance in a session called simply (but profoundly) “Between” at the 2004 Society for 

Disability Studies meeting in St. Louis. When they helped me further expand the signing and body 

space to create a six-armed insect, I knew then that after nearly two years of tinkering with this 

essay I had fi nally reached the (between) place where I not only felt comfortable but now actually 

wanted to put the ideas in print.
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 12. Border Crossings by Hearing Children of Deaf Parents: 
  The Lost History of Codas

R O B E R T  H O F F M E I S T E R

The role of Deaf Studies has great potential in contributing to 
Border Theory/Studies. We should explore issues of border within 
the Deaf experience/World. There are tremendous implications 
for study and fi nding a “lost history.”

 — Brenda Brueggemann, 2002

In this chapter I will discuss the lives of Hearing children of Deaf parents (HCDP) and 

attempt to relate their lives to the idea of living on the “border.”1 Border is a concept 

recently developed by examining the lives of minority groups in the United States and 

their handling of two cultures.2 The concept of borderlands comes to mind when we 

discuss the Deaf world and many of the issues that are internal and external to it.

The following descriptions of borders are pertinent to the discussion of the Deaf 

world and how they and their children live. Since this chapter deals with Hearing chil-

dren of Deaf parents, the border becomes a dissection of both the hearing and the Deaf 

worlds. I submit that the borderlands consist of the following conditions. We might 

think of them as contained within a Venn diagram, where they are not exclusive of each 

other but have overlapping and separate components.3 We will have to deal with the fol-

lowing descriptions and their conceptual constructs.

Physical Borders; Real Borders: continents, oceans, islands, shorelines, rivers. Included in 

physical borders could be the connotation extended to the body, a physical demarcation, 

such as “hearing” or “not hearing,” as a border process. This is similar to constructed bor-

ders: for a specifi c purpose, that is, the idea that there is a thing called “amount of hearing” 

and whether it is a real category.

Political Borders; Legal: nations, states, nation-states, towns, cities, etc. Here we enter di-

visions of greater societies that include minority groups. Ironically, the Deaf are a minority 

group in the Hearing society and HCDP is a subgroup of the Deaf world. However is it a sub-

group within the Hearing world?

Social Borders: Here the idea of border becomes vague and ill defi ned. The Hearing soci-

ety does not really believe that the Deaf constitute a social group. This defi nition of a social 

border is only on the Deaf side of the border. The advent of Deaf Studies as an academic en-

deavor has begun to expand the understanding of Deaf as a cultural concept much like the 

concepts of black, white, “Hispanic,” Jewish, etc. However, all of these cultural terms have 

complicated defi nitions known only to the subgroups within their borders, a process that 

will directly relate to the discussion of HCDP in this chapter.
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Psychological borders: In the understanding of psychological borders, the academy in 

higher education and medicine become the holders of the concepts. The idea of “normal” 

vs. “abnormal” and what these terms mean in relation to individuals and groups is the sub-

stance of great debate. But this debate appears to only be on the side of the border where the 

academy resides. In most cases, the academy, because it is also invested in the political and 

physical borders of the body, is not interested in examining its meanings within the borders 

of each group that might be delineated by the social borders.4

As can be seen above, “The idea of the ‘border’ or ‘borderlands’ has also been expanded 

to include nearly every psychic or geographic space about which one can thematize 

problems of boundary or limit.”5 This then provides us the opportunity to look at the 

borders that the Deaf world is involved within and then examine a single group within 

those borders.

I will fi rst begin by trying to place the HCDP inside the border process by trying to ex-

plain the extent of their relationship to the Deaf world. Then I will try to expand the bor-

der processes and move into particular border ideas such as home, language, and fam-

ily. Within each of these areas I will try to offer some of my own observations and those 

of others. Since this area is relatively scant of information, much of what I write is my 

own and I am fully responsible for its content and how other writers are interpreted.

Who and Where Are the Hearing Children of Deaf Parents?

Hearing children of Deaf parents are typically the succeeding generation in the Deaf 

world. When Deaf people marry they typically have hearing children. It is almost the 

reverse of the Hearing parents of Deaf children situation. Ninety percent (or more) of 

Deaf children are born to Hearing, whereas it is probably true that 90 percent of children 

born in Deaf families are hearing. The irony extends when we later look at language and 

fi nd that more than 60 percent of the HCDPs are exposed to a signed language and may 

become fl uent in that language.6 Recently, the HCDP has become known as a Coda,7 a 

child of Deaf adults. This is the term that is now common among HCDP and Deaf peo-

ple in general; hence it will be used from now on in this essay to address HCDP.

What do we know about Codas? We know very little, so much of this is from my ob-

servations and my own life. The data on Codas are abstracted from keynote presenta-

tions, autobiographical books, one research-based text, Preston’s Mother Father Deaf,

and information from the Coda conferences, the offi cial CODA publications, and my 

notes. My life may be a unique experience, but I doubt it.

Where Are the Codas?

Why has it been so diffi cult to open up and talk about our lives? Deaf people generally 

feel free to talk about their lives with all the negatives and positives that go along with it. 

Why is it so diffi cult for Codas to say what they feel and talk about who they are in Deaf 

or Hearing groups? As a Coda I can talk to Deaf people freely about their lives and some 

parts of my life, but there seems to be a real psychological border that I cannot cross to 
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talk with Hearing people about my life as a Coda. There are a small number of areas that 

I will not cross into when in discussions with Deaf people, but I don’t think there are any 

areas of reserve among Deaf people and Codas on topics of the Deaf. This is beginning 

to change.

Codas grow up in a Deaf family; not all Codas grow up in the Deaf world. This is an 

important distinction. Many Codas do grow up in the Deaf world, exposed to many 

other Deaf adults, Deaf clubs, Deaf meetings, etc. However, many Codas also grow up 

separated from this exposure. But all Codas grow up in two worlds, the Deaf world of 

their families and the Hearing world. Every Coda leads two lives: one as Coda and one 

as a hearing person. They may chose to only live one life, but all of them have two. The 

Coda life in most cases is not visible. Hence we share the invisibility of the Deaf in the 

world.

Outside of the Deaf world, I can talk about the hearing person but not the Coda 

life. Codas continue to be on the border when they are in contact with the Deaf world. 

Since we don’t know much about Codas, I am not sure they are border people when they 

escape.

“One Generation Thick”

If there are two million Deaf people8 and half are adults, then we could estimate that half 

of the adult population of the Deaf are married yielding a potential of 250,000 families. 

If we estimate an average of two children per family we extrapolate that there are about 

500,000 Codas in any one generation. One generation is all that there will be since most 

Codas will have hearing children of their own. This process is typical in bicultural immi-

grant families.9 It typically takes three generations to become fully acculturated. In the 

Deaf world for many Codas it is completed in one generation. Here the idea of One Gen-

eration Thick (OGT) was conceived.10 The Hearing children of Deaf adults are removed 

from the Deaf world after one generation because the culture and the language are not 

passed on from parent to child. I believe that because we are OGT, we are not interest-

ing to look at since we assimilate into the Hearing world so rapidly. A possible reason for 

this is that it’s easier to assimilate into the Hearing culture.

Codas are not easily identifi able and therefore are not visible within either culture. 

They are clearly not visible to Hearing people, but within the Deaf world they are a 

known entity because of family ties. What happens to these Codas when they become 

adults and cross the border into the Hearing world permanently? There are no demo-

graphics available on Codas and there are only about fi ve hundred to six hundred Codas 

that are associated with the CODA organization or on its mailing lists. Where do they go 

and why do they disappear?

The closer one lives to the border the more aware one is of its consequences and its 

meanings. If one lives deep in the culture, far away from any “reminders” that there is a 

border that has been created, the less the border issues appear. Creation of a border is 

to create demarcations, designations, separations, or examples of differences. Since the 

border signifi es this process, the further one is removed from the border the less one has 

to deal with border issues.
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Take the case of the fi rst, second, and third generations of immigrant children. The 

fi rst generation must live literally on the border; they must learn to deal with two cul-

tures, two languages, two sets of rules, behaviors, etc. The second generation is distanced 

from the border but still has maximal contact through the extended family. Most likely 

the second generation will deal with two cultures but it will be fi ltered through parents 

who are the fi rst generation. The second generation will have contact with the two lan-

guages but will probably only learn one fl uently and might have a passing knowledge 

of the other. The rules the second generation lives by will be the rules of the dominant 

culture, and they will only be aware of the nondominant cultural rules. By the third gen-

eration, the border issues are far removed and are either only a memory or something 

one must “learn” about. The third generation consists of acculturated and assimilated 

descendants.

Typically, the fi rstborn male Coda will learn the language of the family. Many, for 

various reasons we will explore later, do not acquire the language well, whereas the fi rst-

born female Codas often will become fl uent. The rest of the siblings may learn the lan-

guage but not always to fl uency. Or if there is a large separation in age between siblings 

then more Codas will acquire greater profi ciency. In addition, the background of the 

Deaf parents and their attitudes toward ASL or a signed language also dictate fluency

levels and skill within the culture/family.

First- and secondborn females clearly dominate the group of fl uent signers and 

knowledge holders of the culture within the Coda population. However, in the United 

States and most countries the issue of gender also becomes a border. The border issues 

of gender interact with the Deaf border issues to make the process of assimilation into 

the culture, access to power, and control of one’s life more complicated.

An excellent example of this is that the interpreting fi eld is dominated by females. In 

the United States both cultures appear to view the female as the one in the “server role” 

in the family. The Coda female may well internalize the larger cultural roles of helpless-

ness, nonaggressive personality, and subservient attitude. All the benefi cial values that 

maintain the borders of each culture will perpetuate the helping idea and become in-

culcated into interpreting values. The result of females becoming good signers is dealt 

with in a later section on interpreting.

Internal Borders

Can you have borders within borderlands? Is that the place for Codas? Negotiating 

borders for Deaf people is complicated because national heritage does not accurately 

imply their roots. Borders for Deaf people are established based on contact between 

people who are like them and people who are different from them. We are culturally and 

physically surrounded by borders since borders can be political, physical, and psycho-

logical. As the title of the fi lm Passport without a Country suggests, Codas are subject 

to amorphous borders. This documentary is important in that it clearly places Codas 

in between cultures. We live on the border or we seek to move as far from the border as 

possible. There are these burning questions of not only where we belong, but what is 

our identity. Are Codas Deaf and Hearing; that is, are they bicultural?
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The distinction between Deaf and Hearing people appears to be a well-defi ned pro-

cess within the Deaf world. However, it is not necessarily so in the Hearing world. The 

use of the terms Deaf and Hearing implies a clear border. In my growing up there were 

Deaf and there were Hearing; rarely did the two mix or were they confused as to whom 

the terms applied. These boundaries are often clear to Codas but remain unclear to 

others.

In fact for me, since I lived on the campus of a school for the Deaf, it was very clear 

who the Hearing people were as there was a real border. The street physically bordered 

our house and the school. When I crossed the street it was clear that I was moving into 

the Hearing side of the border. Most Codas did not have this clear a physical dividing 

line, but if one considers the door to your house the border, this clearly holds for all 

Codas,11 since once you enter the house you are now in a world constructed and con-

trolled by Deaf parents. Once you left the house you knew that you had to “become” 

Hearing in all ways.

Who Are Codas?

It is possible that the contribution Codas can make is to help clarify the defi nition of cul-

turally Deaf or the word “deaf.” By investigating the question of whether Codas are deaf 

or hearing we become clearer on what it means to be Deaf. The binary relationship we 

have established by the terms Deaf and Hearing must be depolarized. Codas present a 

problem to that binary relationship. If we continue to maintain this binary split, under-

standing our many borders becomes more diffi cult. If we are able to remove this idea of 

a binary relationship between “hearing” and “deaf,” we may arrive at some useful dis-

cussion as to membership and transmission of the culture. What is important to recog-

nize is that to understand who the Coda is requires a change in defi nitions in both the 

Hearing and Deaf cultural demarcations. Essentially, it’s not only hearing loss. It con-

sists of many other things. Because of the attitudes, misconceptions, and lack of real 

knowledge in the Hearing world, Deaf Culture is the only culture in the world where the 

defi nitions of who belongs are so confusing. Hence, a Coda would do better to escape all 

this confusion and move as far from the Deaf/Hearing border as possible.

To begin with, having a hearing loss is one of the signifi cant factors in member-

ship of the Deaf community. This fact creates an interesting dichotomy. Hearing loss 

is avoided as a major factor because it begs the question as to whether a disability un-

derlies the defi nition of who is “Deaf.” If Codas are not to be viewed as members of the 

Deaf world the problem is exacerbated. A really interesting question is that if Codas are 

a subgroup within the Deaf world should we adopt an ethnic model for Codas? This 

would mean that Codas would be viewed as integral members of the Deaf community 

and would be seen as one of the carrier groups of the culture across generations.

“To claim that Codas are not part of the Deaf World is puzzling to me. What could be 

stronger than the parental bond? How can we not be part of you, Deaf people? We are 

of you.”12 Davis’s questions pose signifi cant issues. There is some reality to the issue of 

who can claim to use the label “Deaf” in that some Codas are “Deafer” than most Deaf 

people.
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Can Codas Be Considered Deaf?

“If Deaf is characterized by a ‘condition,’ a ‘pathology,’ then no. But if it is exclusively a 

cultural distinction, characterized by experience and language, then surely Codas can 

be at least partially ‘Deaf.’”13 Todd Czubek’s comments lead us to look at some questions 

and try to frame some answers that will create further discussion. Who are Codas and 

where is our center?

It is clear that Codas do not have a hearing loss. Hence, hearing loss by itself may not 

be the distinguishing characteristic of the Deaf world. Hearing children of parents who 

have a hearing loss are viewed as “Codas.” In this chapter I will refer to these parents as 

Deaf. However, Deaf must be understood in the cultural terminology on the Deaf side 

of the border. Deaf is someone who identifi es as Deaf. The issue of hearing loss is not 

an absolute with regard to who is “Deaf.” We all know that “Deaf” as a cultural term in-

cludes people whose hearing loss can be very slight, what the Hearing might refer to 

as Hard of Hearing (HoH). Many of these people have decided as an identity process 

to stop using their voice when interacting with the Hearing. However, we all know that 

sometimes, a Deaf person who is capable of speaking will use their voice if they feel it is 

necessary. Hence, “hearing loss” and “voice” are not necessary conditions for someone

to be considered Deaf. There are many Codas who do not use their voice on the Deaf 

side of the border. They will use their voice on the Hearing side of the border. This situ-

ation is equivalent to the HoH above.

From Whom Do Codas Learn?

In the case of language acquisition there are simple and complicated processes for 

Codas. In the case of the parents who use a signed language, the fi rstborn Coda typi-

cally learns this language, especially if they are female. If there is enough time between 

the second- and fi rstborn (say four years or more), the secondborn Coda will learn sign 

language. If the secondborn is a female, they will learn to sign no matter the time dis-

tance between fi rst- and secondborn. One of the fi rst paradoxes we will encounter be-

gins here. Many of the Deaf parents of Codas have Hearing parents themselves. As a 

result, many of these Deaf parents have learned to sign either from other Deaf children 

when they were young or from adults (hearing or Deaf) who were their teachers and 

their language models.14 This issue is not an insignifi cant one, in that most of these Deaf 

parents, due to the educational system’s lack of cohesion, have learned an inadequate 

version of American Sign Language (ASL). As a result they graduate from school with an 

impoverished knowledge of both ASL and English.15 In terms of language acquisition, 

we now know that in the case of Deaf children of Deaf parents (DCDP) whose Deaf par-

ents are not fl uent ASL users, the DCDP will operate on the signed language input and 

make it a more fl uent language. There is no reason not to believe that the same situation 

happens with Codas. This suggests that the fi rst generation of Coda signers will be the 

fi rst generation of fl uent ASL users. For the Deaf world, the use of a signed language is 

one of the criteria for membership in Deaf Culture.
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When Do People Become Deaf?

With regard to use of a signed language in the community, another factor is the idea of 

those Deaf persons who join the Deaf world later in their lives. For the Hearing side of 

the border the meaning of “to become Deaf” has to do with the date of acquiring a hear-

ing loss. There is a great deal of nomenclature on this issue, as a number of terms and 

defi nitions garner a large amount of print to discuss this idea.16 For the Deaf world, “to 

become Deaf” does not relate to when hearing loss occurs in a person’s life but to when 

they learned to accept and use a signed language. There are many people who have 

acquired a hearing loss but are not members of the Deaf world. These people are dis-

tinguished from those who have decided to learn a signed language and join the Deaf 

world. This is a conscious identity issue. However, with respect to Codas, since we are 

born into the Deaf world, it is not a conscious decision to join the Deaf world but to 

separate and be excluded from it.

Given the above discussion, as children more Codas are fl uent in a signed language 

than the majority of the Deaf world. Some maintain their fl uency throughout adult-

hood; some lose their fl uency as they separate and become more full-time members of 

the Hearing world and, in effect, remove themselves from the Deaf world.

What distinguishes Codas from their peers in the Deaf world is the exposure and 

use of spoken English. All Codas (with very few exceptions) become fl uent in the spo-

ken language of the Hearing community in which their parents reside (spoken English 

in my case).

Many Codas initially think they are Deaf. It is not uncommon to hear stories of Codas 

who did not realize there were Hearing people out there, who did nothing but use their 

voice. However, by the time a Coda learns to interact with others, the Hearing world is 

clearly evident. Most Codas are bilingual by the time they are three to fi ve years of age. 

Given the Hearing world’s fear of the effects of hearing loss, there is typically great ef-

fort by the Hearing extended family to ensure that the Coda offspring will learn to talk. 

Codas who are able to use a signed language17 and who use a spoken language are in fact 

the true bilinguals of the Deaf world, even in comparison with DCDP who learn English 

very well. Although the DCDP’s English will be excellent, it will not always be fl uent. An-

other irony may be that the Coda who is fl uent in ASL and English more resembles the 

person who has lost their hearing later (after age six) and learns ASL fl uently.18

Acculturation

If a culture is passed down from parents to children then Codas learn Deaf Culture 

from birth. In addition Codas also learn Hearing culture. Hearing culture is mostly 

learned from the extended family, or in some cases from older siblings when there are 

large age differences between children in the family. Aside from the transmission of 

language, Codas learn many of the beliefs, mores, and values of the Deaf world. It is 

through this process that Codas also learn about the Hearing world and the confl ict 

that the Hearing world presents to both Deaf and Codas. To the Deaf the Hearing world 
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is dangerous, one of which to be suspicious and aware. Hearing people exhibit an igno-

rance of the Deaf way of life and one must be careful when crossing the border and in-

teracting with the Hearing. In addition, the Hearing who are professionals are to be en-

countered with extreme caution. Those Hearing professionals who “know” about the 

Deaf are the most dangerous. For it is through them that the Deaf have learned about 

the Hearing world. Deaf people grow up in schools and learn the values of the Hearing 

world that are in essence founded on the fact that to be Deaf is negative and therefore 

the closer you can be to acting Hearing is a positive. This belief is the antithesis of the 

Deaf world, and Codas learn this at a very young age. In fact, it takes Codas a great deal 

of time to understand that even though they are “hearing” they are not included in the 

reference to “Hearing” people by Deaf people. This issue, itself, deserves a great deal of 

discussion but will not be expanded upon here. However, suffi ce it to acknowledge that 

when Deaf people discuss their problems with Hearing people and Codas are present, 

this can cause a real identity crisis. Codas have been able to solve this crisis on their 

own, since it is unique to the Deaf/Hearing worlds and is probably the major issue of 

sitting on the border.19

An interesting result of growing up in a Deaf family is that for Codas the iden-

tity issue is a psychological division having no physical demarcation. So in essence 

we must borrow our parents’ physical condition as part of our own identity process. 

Then we must go through great effort to understand this issue and separate ourselves 

from our Deaf sides. It is probably this reason that drives so many Codas into fully par-

ticipating in the Hearing world and keeping the Deaf world at arm’s length (no pun 

intended).

Who Can Pass as Deaf?

There are two more issues that cause Codas to have an unclear defi nition as to who 

they are. In many situations, for those Codas who sign, they are often mistaken for being 

Deaf. Typically, this is by those Deaf people who have Hearing parents. Some Codas are 

even able to fool those who are highly fl uent users of ASL as in the DCDP. Codas are 

adept at code switching and adjusting their signing to the requirements of the inter-

action levels. It is for this reason that many Codas are mistakenly thought of as Deaf.20

This ability to move in the Deaf world, understand how it operates, and function as 

a Deaf person demonstrates that many Codas are actually more culturally Deaf than 

many Deaf people.

All of this results in raising the issue of identity formation. How does the Coda 

become a fully integrated person, capable of functioning in both worlds but under-

standing what place we inhabit? Clearly, one avenue is to escape totally into the Hear-

ing world and ignore or even reject the Deaf world. This process can clearly instill that 

the border is truly a border and does not need to be crossed except under very special 

conditions. To obtain a better picture of Codas and the process of identity in adult-

hood, the reader is referred to an excellent documentary entitled A Passport without a 

Country.21
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Hearing versus Deaf

How does the Coda handle the dilemma suggested above? Since there are two lives in 

the border process, what actually might happen when many Codas cross the border 

into the Deaf World is that they become Deaf. That is, they begin to sign and many turn 

off their voice (unless members of their hearing family are present; more about this later 

in this chapter), ignore any of the noises or talking around them, and enter into conver-

sations with different groups of Deaf people. If there are introductions to be made, these 

are conducted under Deaf cultural rules. If I meet someone new it is important that they 

know where I came from, in my case that I grew up in a school for the Deaf, which one, 

and where my parents grew up, where they currently live, and with what schools they 

were associated.

However, even after being integrated into the Deaf group, a Coda will still be consid-

ered Hearing. When I enter or function within the Hearing world, I must attempt to put 

aside all of the Deaf behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs in order to participate smoothly. 

For example, it is not important where you came from or where you lived when you are 

introduced to someone new. This creates a confl ict, in that this shallow introduction 

suggests that the hearing person is not really interested in you; they are only doing this 

as a courtesy. For me, it has been hard to function in new Hearing groups because I am 

not really aware of how to expand the conversation with a new person. If I ask where 

they are from and about their family, it could be taken as too personal an inquiry.

When I meet hearing people I initially avoid telling them I have Deaf parents. This 

prevents much confusion and extended explanation. Since the Hearing world has been 

socialized to view the Deaf as a problem group, the conversation always ends up with 

preconceived standard questions. How did you learn to talk? Do you use a sign language? 

Do your parents talk? Etc. It is interesting to note that many Codas have developed this 

strategy because they are always tired of explaining their parents to the world.22

Alternatively, when I would meet Deaf people they would see me as a Coda, an auto-

matic ally but not part of the Deaf world. When I meet hearing people who fi nd out I am 

a Coda they would not label me as a Coda, but they would also see me as an ally of the 

Deaf world and not a member of the Hearing world. We end up being uncategorized. No 

other cultural group goes through this process except maybe children of Gays and Les-

bians.23 It doesn’t matter which side of the border you are on, you are not “one of them.”

As Codas we meet different types of Hearing people who are able to create inner 

confl ict. For most of us, the average Hearing person poses no threat other than ask-

ing some questions from ignorance. On the other hand, there is a subgroup of Hearing 

people who are professionals whether in the fi eld of hearing loss or in fi elds with which 

we may come in contact. For example, members of two professional groups cause 

great disharmony for Codas: medical professionals and educational professionals, two 

groups whose goals are to “help” people live better in the world. The medical people 

are typically encountered in two ways. First, for every Coda they are encountered when 

our parents enter the hospital. It is here that all of us must return to the Deaf side of 

the world. The ignorance displayed by the medical professionals about Deaf people is 
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rampant. One of the major themes of stories told by Codas has to do with how to handle 

the medicine man and the hospital setting. The confl ict that ensues is undeniably the 

greatest for Codas. It is probably here that the attitude about the Hearing world is solidi-

fi ed in the Coda psyche.

As one example, I have been put in the position of interpreting for one of my par-

ents while they were in the emergency room. My father was on a gurney, both hands 

were tied to the gurney, and compresses were covering his eyes. The doctor was yelling 

at him to stop fi ghting, even after my repeated attempts to explain that he was Deaf and 

couldn’t hear. What the doctor mistook for “fi ghting” the restraints was my father fi nger-

spelling “a-m i  d-e-a-d” because with the compresses over his eyes, his hands tied, 

and some drug that was injected to partially paralyze him, he was unable to fi gure out 

where he was. After I removed the compresses and was able to converse with him, he 

quieted down. However, the doctor continued to yell at my father “to stay awake.” There 

was much more to this incident, but this gives you the fl avor of the scene. In another 

example, a Coda arrived at the hospital and the father had been preparing a meal for his 

sick spouse but was sitting in the waiting area at the request of the nurses. It happened 

that the spouse had died earlier, and the doctors and nurses felt it best to wait for the 

Coda to arrive to tell the husband/father. These actions demonstrate that medical per-

sonnel treat Deaf people as children with little respect and that they do not believe Deaf 

people are able to function as competent adults. Many times when Codas return to the 

border, they are put in the position of interpreting for their parents in times of extreme 

stress, which serves to drive them even further from the border. Many of these kinds of 

stories are known within the culture.

Another group consists of Hearing educators who are supposed to be knowledge-

able about the Deaf, especially if these educators are in the oral educational fi eld, which 

is becoming more pertinent given the cochlear implants of today. It is not uncommon 

for educators to have instilled in many Deaf people that the use of ASL is very negative. 

And these professionals promote the myth that those people who use ASL are illiterate 

and unschooled. If you use a signed language you will never be a fully functioning per-

son. Many parents of Codas have internalized these beliefs/myths, even though they 

may be fl uent users of American Sign Language. As a result some Deaf parents may not 

sign to their Coda children. These Coda children will grow up without a means of really 

communicating with their own parents, somewhat the reverse of the Deaf child in the 

Hearing family where the Hearing parents do not learn to sign.24 This inability to sign is 

a major issue when Codas get together. Those Codas who do not sign may feel that they 

are not part of either the Deaf world or the Coda world, and don’t know how they feel 

about the Hearing world. It is probably another reason to escape far from the border. 

The further away the less inner confl ict encountered.

Identity and Belief Systems

In his Coda memoir, Lennard Davis writes,

I knew my mother was loving and devoted, working hard at a low paying job to earn the ne-
cessities of life. I knew my father was a gifted artist and capable writer. He wrote a column for 
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the national Deaf magazine and authored plays that he and his friends performed at the Deaf 
Club. I also knew, when I looked at the pile of old New York Times issues in the closet, that 
headlines were blazoned with my father’s name for having been a world-class race-walker, all 
the while working as a sewing machine operator in a sweatshop.25

I am amazed at the resiliency and strength of identity that Codas achieve given the ten-

sion and confl ict that enters their life at times when identity formation and individu-

ation occurs. Codas are immersed in the Hearing world view of Deaf people and fi nd 

confl ict in that view when looking at their own parents, as the quote from Davis above 

attests. As another example, a Coda student arrived at the university as a freshman who 

could not believe a Deaf person was getting his PhD at a major university. In addition, 

this Coda could not believe that this same Deaf person was going to be their professor 

and advisor for four years. Yet this same student came from four generations of Deaf 

people. The internalization of what Deaf people are developed out of experience. This 

Coda witnessed his own family as having a great deal of struggle with the Hearing world. 

It appeared that the solutions to the struggles were always solved by contacting the 

Hearing member of the family. This is not atypical of young Codas. In growing up, we do 

not know who is right in their view of Deaf people. Many Codas continue to believe that 

their parents are less capable than other people and that it is a direct result of their being

Deaf. Our knowledge of the world is derived from a very small sample, and as children 

of Deaf parents, we learn early the false belief that the Hearing know what is best. It is 

always important to give deference to Hearing people, a belief that Deaf people learned 

in their educational programs, and consequently this myth has been passed on to us.

Codas as Hearing: Acculturation and Identity

The “cultural” acceptance of one group or another clearly is defi ned by the acceptance 

and access allowed by the power/dominant group. It is at “the edge of culture”26 that the 

problems of Coda and Deaf culture have faced the “border wall.” Codas are able to easily 

move across or between the two populations. This is parallel to those Deaf people who 

speak well and constitute the “bridge” Deaf members of the community. Many of the 

Deaf leaders are from this membership group within the Deaf community. Deaf leaders 

also come under the archetype of the “Gallaudet Deaf,” a distinction made by members 

within the Deaf community. This ability to travel easily across the border engenders sus-

picion and mistrust because those Deaf who cannot traverse the border easily do not 

have the same access to the information, purpose, or control of this border-crossing 

process. Hence, divisions within the Deaf world are created. Codas are viewed within 

these divisions and are suspect as to their purpose when residing on either side of the 

border. When the Coda resides in the Hearing sector of the border the issues become, 

what does the Coda say about the Deaf, about the Deaf community, about their Deaf 

parents, about their Deaf parents’ friends, etc. As a result Codas are looked upon with 

a wary eye especially if they are in the business of the Deaf (i.e., teacher, social worker, 

etc.).

How does a child growing up in a Deaf household and living in a Hearing neighbor-

hood come to understand and to resolve the tremendous confl icts about their parents 
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and themselves to which they are exposed? At very young ages, Codas are exposed to 

attitudes around language and around their parents as follows:

side of border belief

Deaf . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Hearing is bad.

Hearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Deaf is bad.

Deaf . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ASL is good.

Hearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ASL is bad.

Deaf . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ASL is broken English.

Hearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Broken English is bad.

Deaf . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .English is bad.

Hearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Literacy is good.

Deaf  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Can’t read or write.

Hearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Deaf are illiterate.

Deaf  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ASL and English are both languages of the Deaf world.

Hearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Bilingualism is bad.

The above issues can be referred to as border control issues. These are the issues that 

infl ame the two cultures and that carry misunderstanding, illogical beliefs, pain, and 

suffering within families and across generations. These border issues create the greatest 

confl ict. As young children Codas learn that English is supreme, to the point that many 

Deaf parents do not want to sign with their children for fear it will interfere with their 

English development. There is no research to support this in the history of the Deaf in 

the world. In fact, in contrast, those Codas who grow up in a signing environment do not 

lack English skills in comparison to the general population. It is possible the interpret-

ing process may support the learning of both languages to fl uency. Since interpreting 

requires one to move from one language to another, it is critical to know what the mean-

ings are in both languages.

The greatest confl icts in the development of a Coda reside around the issues of lan-

guage and education, issues clearly controlled by the Hearing side of the border. It is in 

this process of control over the language issue that the development and feeling of pow-

erlessness occurs in both Codas and their parents. Language is the train that carries the 

culture across the community and from one family to another. It is also the train wreck 

that prevents intergenerational interaction when the grandparents are Hearing.

The real irony is that ASL is thought to be bad by the Hearing and yet it is the main 

process with which many of us communicate with our parents and our parents’ friends. 

For those Codas who do not sign, many feel they have been cheated, cheated by some 

unknown group called the “Hearing.” Many Codas who do not sign may not have had 

an in-depth conversation with their parents for most of their life.

Finally, how does a youngster listen to the countless stories and statements that 

imply a “hate the Hearing” attitude by many Deaf people? Codas are subjected to these 

statements by their parents, sometimes direct, sometimes incidental, and it becomes a 

confusing mess, when we know that we are “Hearing.” As children, we probably don’t 

recognize the confl ict immediately, but as we get older, it becomes very clear that “Hear-
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ing” people are the enemy. One of the most complicated situations Codas face is under-

standing that the term Hearing does not apply to us. But we learn very late about this. 

A real problem is that we listen to our parents and their friends complain about those 

“Hearing” people, and then we look at ourselves, and we are Hearing. Our parents then 

turn around and call us Hearing. This is diffi cult to rectify in our lives. It sometimes 

drives us away from the community.

How does one rectify these confusing, alienating, and opposing views? What type 

of personality is developed in which the parent is viewed as the child who is unable to 

communicate and the child has all the communication tools at their disposal? How is 

a child to grow into adolescence and eventually adulthood and come to terms with all 

this confl ict?

The young Coda becomes initially stigmatized in the Hearing world and has no way 

to obtain quick answers or explanations for what is happening. As a result some out-

comes are predictable, such as many Codas become shy at fi rst and some stay shy in the 

Hearing world. Some Codas become peacemakers to reconcile both the internal and ex-

ternal confl icts.27 If you can solve the external confl icts then maybe you can reduce the 

internal confl ict that has built up for so long.

Some Codas solve the internal confl ict by “running away,” metaphorically speaking. 

Most remove themselves physically from the Deaf world. And for those who escape, the 

death of both parents is the fi nal border crossing for most Codas, since most of them 

are not in the Deaf business. Once our parents die, there is no need to continue the as-

sociation with Deaf people. Since most Deaf people have hearing children and hearing 

grandchildren, the connection with the Deaf is truly only “one generation thick.”

The border walls become thick at this juncture because of the two views of our par-

ents: Deaf parents are capable versus Deaf parents are not capable. It is here that some 

of the most complicated identity processes occur. For example, when we are in the midst 

of a Deaf conversation or interacting with our parents over some event that occurred on 

the Hearing side of the border, the phrase “It’s hearing people’s fault” pops up in our 

presence. We know we can hear but are we part of the “hearing” as referenced in these 

attacks? In addition, we are subjected to countless interactions where Hearing people 

make negative references to our parents. The terms “dummy,” “dumb,” “illiterate,” and 

“stupid” are bandied about over the time of our development. It is no wonder that we 

rebel in adolescence or become passive as adults and for the most part escape this con-

stant confl ict that becomes our cultural heritage. We learn at a young age that Hearing 

people do not understand our parents, and our parents do not understand them. We 

learn that the Deaf club is a place where Deaf people are treated as people with all the 

positives and negatives associated with the treatment of equals. We learn that as we 

grow we will be expected to “leave” the community. In fact, we are groomed for it. As 

adults there is no offi cial membership for Codas in any of the Deaf organizations, the 

cultural events, or the social processes. There is no shaping us to assist in shaping the 

future for better or worse. There is no process for Codas to learn how to access power in 

the Deaf world.

This results in feelings of powerlessness to shape our lives.28 In the hearing world, 

hearing parents are invested in shaping the lives of their children so that they can access, 
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learn, and participate in the culture as adults. Hearing people learn about the mecha-

nisms through which you can access power. Now clearly all power is not accessible by 

everyone, but there is the myth that “anyone can be president” in the Hearing world. 

There is no such myth in the Deaf world for Codas. You can only be what the Deaf world 

dictates you can be. There is no role for Codas in the Deaf world other than the border-

riding interpreter.

Access to shaping the consequences of skill acquisition and learning in the Deaf 

world is in the Hearing world as, for example, in two areas: education and law. In educa-

tion, the decisions or policies are made by hearing people (even including disabled peo-

ple but not Deaf people) and these policies eventually infl uence the Deaf world. What 

Codas learn from these policies is just how powerless our parents are and by extension 

how powerless we really are. The myth of democracy says that the majority rules, and if 

you are a minority, it is extremely hard to get a majority vote. In the case of Deaf people, 

they are a minority within a minority (the “disabled” population). To the point, main-

streaming as a policy is a Hearing world creation. It heavily impacts on the Deaf world 

and splits the Deaf adult population into those who use ASL and those who don’t. In 

fact, the identity confusion of our parents is the direct result of the Hearing world’s treat-

ment of Deaf children in the education field. As adults, Codas become confronted with

an identity crisis. Codas have more access to this policy-making process because they 

are Hearing. Yet, Codas who do not and are not embraced by the Deaf world as adults 

see themselves as Hearing people. As adults many Codas bring with them all the inaccu-

rate and unfounded beliefs of the Hearing world since there is no mechanism for them 

to believe or learn otherwise. As a result Codas have the potential of being in a unique 

position, but the history of Codas suggests they see themselves as part of the Hearing 

world not the Deaf world.

As an example when the two worlds collide, when Coda superintendents of schools 

for the Deaf and Coda program directors and Coda principals in regular school settings 

have an opportunity to mix at meetings and conferences the border issue becomes pro-

nounced. These professional Codas function in the Hearing world even though they are 

in schools for the Deaf, which are supposedly viewed as part of the Deaf world (another 

myth).29 In reality schools for the Deaf are part and parcel of the Hearing world except 

when the business of education has been completed for the day. It just so happens that 

the Deaf world is encased as a minority group inside the school for the Deaf. Deaf adults 

run the school after hours; Hearing adults run the school during the academic time and 

Hearing adults make policy, raise funds, etc. Hence the Hearing run the school as part 

of the Hearing world from a hearing perspective. Coda professionals bring all their bag-

gage to the operation of the school. And in most cases, this baggage if full of the inter-

nalized Hearing views of their parents and what they have learned along the way. These 

include the use of ASL is bad, Deaf opinions are one-sided and narrow, there are many 

options that should be available to parents, to learn to talk is very important, the aver-

age Deaf person will never really learn to read, etc. All of these views result in the con-

tinuation of our Deaf parents not being able to obtain a good education, not feeling as 

participants in their lives, growing up without any control over their own destiny, etc. 

The cycle continues. Yes, there are some superintendents who hire the Deaf, who look 
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to the Deaf for advice; however, when it comes to academics the Hearing policy reverts 

to the Hearing world. This Hearing control of attitudes and beliefs is passed on to Codas. 

So in essence if one wishes to become a leader and participate in the power structure,

Codas must adopt the Hearing world views. Becoming Hearing in the cultural and po-

litical sense is easier for developing a personality and belief system because it reduces a 

great number of confl icts.

Border Talk: Language, Communication, and Signing

“I saw the intelligent and lively side of my parents and their friends at the Deaf Club. I 

knew that my father and mother were capable of subtle communication, and that sign 

language was as adequate, capacious, and poetic as any language. I could tell my par-

ents almost anything that any other kid in the Bronx could tell his or her parents.”30

The Deaf say they are not disabled and do not want the same things that the general 

disabled population want. However, the Deaf want captions, interpreters, TTY access, 

relay, etc. Are not these accommodations similar to what the general disabled popula-

tion wants? For a Coda this paradox is diffi cult to understand as a person growing up 

and extremely diffi cult to explain to others. Hence, many Codas get into a defensive 

posture defending the Deaf perspective without having a strong supporting rationale 

behind it.

If we did identify as “Deaf” are we required to experience the same discrimination, 

trauma, and prejudice as our parents and other Deaf people? In fact, many times we 

do receive the same treatment as our parents and as our parents’ friends. It can best be 

seen in the interpreting situation.

Many times as children and young adults we are exposed to extremely prejudicial 

comments about the Deaf. Sometimes the comments are not always obvious but subtle, 

and since we are not trained to be professional interpreters it is very diffi cult to know 

what to do. Many times discriminatory comments arise out of the situations where the 

interpreter is misconstrued to be part of the Deaf person and is not there on behalf of 

the Hearing person. There is no place a Coda can go to get advice on how to handle this 

type of discrimination. As a result I believe that Codas develop either of the following 

two types of strategies to handle their own inner confl ict.

The fi rst strategy is to develop into a peacemaker, which borders on the passive side 

of the spectrum, while others may develop into what has been called the freedom fi ght-

er.31 In truth, there is some of each of these components in all Codas. Many Codas in 

an attempt to avoid confl ict keep to themselves any negatives from both sides of the 

border. Hence, we become repositories of the rampant discrimination and prejudice 

of both populations with no outlet that would provide some type of resolution to this 

confl ict. Here is where the attempt at therapeutic intervention is thwarted. As cauldrons 

of information about both groups, yet not belonging to either one, where does one go 

to relieve the pressure when the cauldron is full? If you go to the Hearing therapist, you 

must process the information about the Hearing through Hearing minds in that you 

must see the Coda’s information based on the norm of the Hearing. How do you discuss 

the positive nature of having Deaf parents from the Hearing point of view? No matter 
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what a therapist may say, there is an underlying foundational belief that to be Deaf is 

bad or negative. This is a psychological and cultural fact. You can’t just dismiss it and 

say let’s talk about you, or whatever therapeutic exchange is made. And vice versa with 

the Deaf. It is another place one cannot go because there is no rationale on the Hearing 

side for how we think. Ironically, it is much easier on the Deaf side since there is more 

awareness and knowledge about the Hearing world and its ways. Hence, it is more com-

fortable for a Coda to be with Deaf people who unoffi cially accept Codas as transient 

members. The Coda is a mirror of both cultures.

Power of Interpreting

Initially, interpreting is translating what Hearing people say to your parents and vice 

versa. All Codas begin this process at a young age. Some Codas continue to interpret for 

their whole lives; all Codas interpret for their parents until their parents die. The inter-

preting process carries with it great power and sometimes great confusion.

At a very young age in the interpreting situations you learn about the power you 

have. You learn about the attitudes of the Deaf and Hearing toward each other as ex-

plained above. Mostly you learn that you are in almost absolute control of the commu-

nication process. The interpreter controls:

 1. Who speaks when. The initiation, timing, and length of time of the interaction.

 2. What language will be used. The language choice is typically decided during the 

interaction and is determined by the level of the participants. However, the Coda 

interpreter has free reign as to the language process of the event. The tone of 

voice, the level of the register, and the emotional level are controlled via the lan-

guage used.

 3. What will actually be “said” between the Deaf and Hearing participants. The Coda 

interpreter has control over the translation process and content. It is clear that 

the interpreter can make either party look good, appear knowledgeable, compe-

tent, and in control or vice versa.

For example, there is a major border issue as to how one handles the type of interpreting 

situation below, probably encountered by all Coda interpreters.

If Dad is upset during an interaction and says, “Tell the clerk he is a jerk!” young 

Coda interpreters are more likely to respond as follows: “My father thinks you are not 

correct.” Or some may go it straight the fi rst time and tell them what their father has 

said. Typically, this will only happen once. An excellent example of this situation is pro-

vided by Bonnie Kraft on the videotape Tomorrow Dad Will Still Be Deaf.32 It is during 

these situations that the young Coda hears the side comments refl ecting the attitudes 

of both sides. It is here that the idea that the Deaf hate the Hearing and that the Hearing 

think the Deaf are stupid, incompetent, and “dumb” is reinforced. In addition, in many 

interpreting situations young Codas learn that hearing adults treat you as the adult and 

your parent as the child. All of these situations must be handled and incorporated into 

the Coda’s psyche. Given this process, it is a tribute that most Codas are able to function 

well as adults.33
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In addition to the power of the interpreting process, the young Coda has to contend 

with the fact that the interpreter is really not supposed to be part of the conversation 

between the Deaf person and the Hearing person. The idea of the interpreter being the 

nonperson in the interaction has a signifi cant psychological bearing on how to handle 

each side of the border. It is more through acquired skill than actual training that many 

Codas have become good interpreters. However, it is also true that Codas who obtain 

interpreter training will be better interpreters. But those who become interpreters as 

adults, whom we would call Hearing interpreters, face these issues as adults and not as 

children. Hence the skills and strategies that one may need to deal with these types of 

psychological events are much more mature. In addition, the Hearing interpreter does 

not have the emotional stake in an interpreting event since they never have to interpret 

for their parents.

A fi nal example of the complexity of interpreting as a Coda, and another paradox 

that must be understood, is that many Deaf people do not like to have Codas as inter-

preters. It is possible this has stemmed from the Coda as interpreter who has access to 

the most private of private things and access to the community, access to what might be 

called the underbelly of the community, thereby posing a threat to the confi dentiality of 

the situation. There is a double problem with this: the Deaf want Coda interpreters but 

don’t trust them, but they request them because there is a greater distrust of the Hearing 

interpreters. This creates all kinds of tension between the Deaf, the Coda as interpreter, 

and the Hearing interpreters. These are only a few examples of the many confl icting 

processes created when crossing the border. The psychological toll this has on young 

Codas who do not fully understand how to deal with these types of situations could be 

the major reason why most Codas are missing from the Deaf side of the border.

Family

There are differences in Coda family makeup just as there are in the world at large. Some 

Codas have large Deaf contingents, that is, grandparents who are Deaf and aunts, un-

cles, brothers, and sisters or any combination who may be Deaf. However, the most 

common situation is that there are no Deaf people in their family other than their par-

ents. This family dynamic mirrors the situation of Deaf people, our parents included, 

where in the typical Hearing family with a Deaf child, the Deaf child tends to be the only 

Deaf person in the family. I am able to present only my family. There is not very much 

research or literature on Deaf families unless they have Deaf children. There are some 

memoirs beginning to surface that provide some poignant and realistic descriptions of 

Deaf families with hearing children.34 There are some papers that present a discussion 

of family.35

My family is not the typical Deaf family. Both of my parents were college-educated 

Deaf people although my mother never completed her college education. My parents 

were teachers of Deaf children and were very active in both grassroots functions and the 

non-grassroots activities. My parents were very active in the national and local athletic 

associations of the Deaf and the local Deaf clubs, and at the same time they were in-

volved in the International Catholic Deaf Association, National Association of the Deaf, 
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state government committees, and other leadership areas that wanted to both set pol-

icy for Deaf people and manage the community to maintain its future. In essence, they 

were Deaf leaders.

What does it mean to be part of a family? In the Deaf world the term family has a dif-

ferent meaning depending on which side of the border you are on. The idea of a nuclear 

family is probably more appropriate in meaning on the Deaf side of the border and the 

idea of an extended family is more in line with the meaning on the Hearing side of the 

border. That is, Deaf families tend to be removed from the Hearing extended family. 

Hearing families tend to have more contact and interaction with extended family mem-

bers. Clearly, the issues surrounding communication create a border within families.

The Notion of the Extended Family as “Family” on the Hearing Side of the Border

In my extended family my father had thirteen siblings that survived and my mother had 

four siblings. This is a total of seventeen siblings, all of whom were Hearing, and not one 

of them could use sign language or in my lifetime has made the effort to learn to sign. 

Only one sibling on my mom’s side learned to fi ngerspell. Ironically the spouses (one of 

my uncles) or children (one of my cousins) of my father’s family learned to sign and/or 

fi ngerspell. If there was to be any meaningful communication the burden fell to my sis-

ter and I to interpret within the extended family.

Typically during the interpreting situation my father’s and mother’s sisters would tell 

me that it was my job to take care of them. When my extended family members would 

refer to my parents they would use the phrase “poor Bet and Alfred.” This was a favor-

ite reference that was used for as long as I can remember. There was a constant sugges-

tion that I was to take care of my parents and that they were viewed as less than capable 

adults. This message created a huge psychological border between me and my extended 

family, a border that I fi nd diffi cult to cross even into my adult years. The interactions 

with my extended family allowed me to develop a clearer understanding of what the 

terms Hearing and Deaf meant depending on what side of the border they were used.

The Idea of the Nuclear Family

In addition to my parents being relatively untypical in the Deaf world, my growing up 

was also not typical of most Codas. For the majority of my life at home I was raised in a 

school for the Deaf, which is a different experience than many Codas have. We actually 

lived on the border of the Deaf and Hearing communities (I do not use Deaf world here 

as the school for the Deaf was more a part of the Hearing world for me) as we lived in a 

house that was on a town street but also was within the boundaries of the Deaf school 

campus.

Life at our home was very Deaf. Deaf people, other than my parents, would often be 

there at night. There were no lights connected to doorbells, hence the house was never 

locked. Deaf people would just let themselves in. We had a large kitchen in the house, 

and many times there would be five to six Deaf people in the kitchen. During these 

times there would be discussions and many times complaining about the Deaf school, 

the Hearing people who worked there, etc. Deaf people gathered at my home because 
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my father was a leader and a teacher at the school. The irony of this is that my extended 

family did not see my father as a leader.

Both of my parents used ASL, with my mother much more fl uent than my father 

(who lost his hearing at sixteen and became Deaf when he learned to sign at Gallaudet 

when he was eighteen). As a result both my sister and I learned to sign when we were 

very young children, much like how the typical hearing child learns the language of 

their home. In my case, my fl uency in ASL is much less than my sister’s who took over 

the interpreting role when I left home.

Many Codas do not learn how to sign very well. Many Deaf parents have grown up in 

oral programs and learned to sign in the dormitories from other Deaf people, not from 

the adults in their environment such as the teachers in the schools. In addition, Deaf 

parents have been told ASL is bad and will hinder the development of English, so they 

don’t sign with their kids. Many Codas may not have the skills to have an in-depth con-

versation with their parents: this mirrors the Deaf children of Hearing parents who are 

unable to sign until they meet other Deaf children or enter the Deaf world as adults. As 

a result some Codas are able understand their parents but can’t understand their par-

ents’ friends. Both groups grow up angry and resentful toward their parents. Our Deaf 

parents become estranged from their Hearing parents and Codas become estranged

from their Deaf parents mostly centered around the issue of learning American Sign 

Language.

Coda identity within the family can be seen from different perspectives. In one in-

stance, the issuing of names can become a border issue. Names are important parts of 

identity for people. In the family the membership issue of who is Deaf and who is Hear-

ing becomes established by how one is referred to.

The title “Coda” claims ownership to something not acknowledged in the past by 

our families. The term has only been in existence for about twenty years. It was coined 

by Millie Brother, the founder of the CODA organization in 1982. As a result Codas have 

been meeting and many issues are seen as patterns within our families. One pattern is 

the creation and use of name signs for Hearing children of Deaf parents as a true border

issue.

For example, in the Deaf community many of the older Codas began our identities 

with:

Son of ________ (in my case Hoffy or Betty)

Daughter of ________ (Hoffy or Betty).

There were no name signs for me or my sister. Our names were short enough to be fi nger-

spelled. However, I do not recall any of my parents’ friends referring to me as “b-o-b”; 

it was always Hoffy’s son. I did not receive a name sign until I was an adult. My father’s 

name sign was an “h” handshape at the shoulder; I was given the name sign with an “h”

handshape in contact with the crook of the arm. When my father died, some of my par-

ents’ friends raised my name sign to his location. Later, Marie Philip assigned a name 

sign to me when I arrived in Boston. This is a “b  to h” handshape at the shoulder. It is 

this name sign that has been used for the past twenty-six years. I didn’t even know that 

my mom had a name sign in the community until I was an adult. The awarding of name 
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signs to Codas is an unexplored area. I am meeting many Codas whose parents have 

given them name signs and they have used them their whole lives. This could be a gen-

erational issue or an issue of stratifi cation within the Deaf world. That is, could the non-

college-educated Deaf parent be more prone to create name signs for their children? 

This could also be an identity issue within the community. Names could be construed 

as membership tags and the Deaf World still has not fi gured out where Codas reside.

Adult Families: Relationships with Spouses

Mirror of the Deaf world: most Codas marry non-Codas. This is literally the opposite of 

the Deaf world. It is at this stage in a Coda’s life that the borders become very well de-

fi ned and begin to harden (suggesting that the border will be diffi cult to traverse eas-

ily). The relationship with a spouse may have a range of internal processes, from being 

accomplished easily to handling the situation with great repression of emotions and 

affi liation.

Typically spouses of Codas will not have had any contact with Deaf people in their 

lives. As with all interactions between the borders, the issue of communication process 

will underlie the relationship. Many spouses will attempt to learn to sign. This has both 

good and bad implications. In many cases the level of skill will result in parents not re-

ally being understood, and the spouse is not really understood by parents. This issue 

is then dealt with through a politeness process. Each interlocutor knows they are not 

understood but lets it go. Many times the Coda is responsible for explaining what took 

place but at another time. Spouses then gain a false sense of accomplishment and be-

come more confi dent so that when the fall arrives, the harder it will be. It is usually at its 

critical point when the phrase “I know/understand your parents and your situation” ap-

pears. In many ways this is similar to the professional who learns to sign.36 Many profes-

sionals who learn to sign because of the acceptance and effort to understand the con-

versation by Deaf people have an overblown sense of their signing skills.

The case where the spouse doesn’t learn to sign can create real problems for Codas. 

Once again the Coda is forced into an interpreter role explaining both the content of the 

message, the reason for the interaction, and the cultural meanings behind the messages 

to both the parents and the spouse.37 Hence, the Coda can be cornered into a defensive 

role, and all the childhood skills come into play to make sure there is no friction. The 

stakes are very high, higher than the interactions with Hearing people outside the fam-

ily, since it’s one’s marriage and immediate family that are the players not the Hearing 

outsiders.

A common example encountered by Codas is when Deaf parents sign: “What’s 

wrong with your husband/wife? He/she doesn’t like us” or “I don’t understand what he/

she signed, please explain what they said.” The Coda is then in a double bind: if they en-

courage their spouse to learn to sign problems will occur, and if they don’t there are still 

problems. It’s a lose-lose situation. However, most Codas work very hard to solve the is-

sues of communication with their Deaf parents and their spouses.

Another example is the misreading of facial expressions that is very common when 

the borders are crossed, especially in a marriage situation. Research indicates that Deaf 
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people are no better at reading Hearing facial expressions than Hearing people.38 In fact, 

in my experience, the problem in misreading facial expressions is more prone to be on 

the Hearing side of the border. Hearing people are more prone to misread the Deaf per-

son’s facial message. Since facial expression can be emotional and syntactic in the Deaf 

world but is only emotional in the Hearing world, Deaf people have more experience in 

reading faces.

A number of defensive strategies are entertained to accommodate the situation. 

Soon the Coda begins visiting their Deaf parents alone, or frequent visits become a rar-

ity. Many of the strategies we used in growing up will be implemented at this time. It is 

much easier to be in groups (family) when all the members are Hearing or Deaf. If there 

is a mix of Deaf and Hearing then the Coda’s role and identity within the group becomes 

a problem. The Coda becomes the “interpreter” in the family, not the son or daughter(-

in-law). As a result Codas begin to restrict their contact with Deaf people in general, and 

then restrict our interactions with our Deaf parents to the relay or the TTY. Prior to the 

TTY there was just avoidance of contact with our Deaf parents or with Deaf people in 

general. In my generation, these strategies can be recognized when we fi nd ourselves 

spending more time with the Hearing grandparents.

An easy and common solution to avoid all this is to move far away from both sets 

of grandparents. Schedule visits once or twice a year. This can slowly build up confl ict 

within either spouse. Hearing spouses can become resentful because there might be a 

lessening of contact with their parents. The confl ict may be lessened these days by the 

technological revolution. TTYs, videophones, and relay access are common now, and 

most Deaf people have or use them. However, many Deaf members of the older gen-

eration are not fully comfortable with TTYs, e-mail, or instant messaging. These are the 

next generation’s tools. It is probably subtle at fi rst, as the Coda may or may not recog-

nize that they are unconsciously entering into these types of patterns. But when recog-

nition occurs resentment may begin to build in Codas.

The underlying issue is that a Hearing spouse can never really know and under-

stand. They can sympathize, empathize, and support, but understanding how interac-

tions with their Deaf parents are intended to be resolved may not be possible. This is 

not to say that relationships between Codas and their spouses are always going to be a 

problem. Many Codas have developed excellent survival skills that they can then imple-

ment to function fully on the Hearing side of the border.

In the case of Hearing grandchildren the border becomes a wall, and the wall is in 

many cases diffi cult to climb over. Again that issue with signed language reappears. 

Most Codas do not teach their children how to sign. Most Coda grandchildren have a 

superfi cial or fl eeting relationship with their Deaf grandparents. It could be compared 

to the benevolent Hearing person attempting to interact with the Deaf. The grandchil-

dren are able to interact, but there is no depth to the interaction unless the Coda parent 

interprets, explains, and leads. It is here that the idea of a one generation thick process 

is at work. The number of grandchildren who are able to sign well enough to interact at 

more than a superfi cial basis is very small. The cycle continues and the fl uency at using 

ASL reduces with each succeeding generation.

As a result of these processes we end up developing “border management” strategies. 
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This is very much an extension of childhood behaviors. Avoidance of the problems, 

keeping a lid on feelings, moving away from one’s Deaf self, repressing emotions are all 

strategies Codas implement to maintain relationships with the Hearing and the Deaf 

worlds.

The CODA Organization

The Coda conference is like “coming home.”39 However, it is important to clearly distin-

guish the difference between “home” and “family.” In the Hearing world coming home 

is coming home to the family in which you grew up and from whom you learned all 

your values and in which you feel full membership. In the case of Codas, family is where 

you grew up and learned all your values, but membership issues are clearly faced in 

this process. Crossing the border to family means visiting the Deaf world, not entering 

as a member. It is for this reason that I think the CODA organization has become such 

a strong and respected phenomenon. Although the CODA organization meets annu-

ally and only attracts three hundred or so Codas, the impact of the group can be seen in 

the Deaf world. The term “Coda” is now within the vocabulary of all Deaf people, Codas 

have established an identity as a group, and Coda has become a symbol for a subcul-

tural movement. As a result of the CODA Organization, the leadership in the Deaf world 

is now discussing where Codas fi t, not only nationally but internationally.

Unlike other cultural or subcultural groups, Codas had to claim and stake out the 

defi nitional territory of children of Deaf adults and our heritage on our own, where typi-

cally cultural identity and heritage is passed on from parent to child. When this iden-

tity was claimed and an organization begun, the Deaf initially viewed us with misgiv-

ings. When CODA was established as an organization, there was the perception that 

Codas were dissatisfi ed with the homes in which they grew up. It is interesting to see 

how much of a parallel process the Coda annual meeting has with many of the Deaf 

clubs we all participated in as children. I will address two issues that I think have great 

import and that represent the Coda crossing the border to the Deaf world. The Coda 

meeting represents the Deaf world side of the border. As children we were viewed as 

having a place in the Deaf world; as adults we have been excluded from participation in 

its internal structures and politics. I will address the issues of closed meetings and the 

myth of Deaf voice.

Closed Meetings

The annual meeting of the CODA Organization is open only to Codas who are at least 

eighteen years old. There has been a considerable uproar about this issue by both the 

Deaf and the Hearing. It seems that Coda-only meetings have engendered suspicion 

and distrust on both sides of the border. This should not be confusing when you realize 

that Codas have grown up in the Deaf world, their values are the same, their behaviors 

are the same, and many of their issues are the same. They have learned these values from 

their parents. Codas have learned that the Hearing do not understand, and Codas are al-

ways explaining themselves to others. Interpreting all the time for the Hearing members 
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of our families is many times a burden. We are constantly stressed by the knowledge of 

both cultures (one open, one closed) and this results in the constant weight of responsi-

bility (always on guard defending Deaf people to the Hearing and vice versa).

These are issues germane to Codas and to the Deaf world.40 Deaf people have “closed” 

meetings yet many cannot see the parallel with Coda meetings. One issue could be pro-

jection. Since the Deaf have closed meetings and many meetings are to fi gure out what 

to do about the Hearing, many Deaf think that the Coda meetings are to complain about 

the Deaf and, closer to home, to complain about our parents. As in any group, there 

is always an issue or two to complain about, but this is not the purpose or the por-

trayal of a Coda conference. Ironically, it is a celebration of our parents, their resiliency, 

their fortitude in the face of constant persecution, and how these attributes have been 

handed down to us. The CODA meeting is a celebration of the many skills and talents 

that all of us seem to hold in a hidden part of our psyches. The meeting presents talents 

of Codas across a range that continues to astound me. I have seen musical talents equal 

to many of the professionals in our world to storytellers whose ASL fl uency is equal to 

some of the most respected professionals (some compare to Garrison Keillor) to those 

who present intellectual workshops on issues germane to our lives and the history of 

Deaf people, which includes Codas and Deaf Culture.41 The range of talent, knowledge, 

and intellect is displayed for the group to see and for the individual to gain the respect 

they deserve.

The annual CODA meeting functions as the place for a “home.” At CODA meetings, 

the bottom line is that it is safe to say what you feel and that this will be understood 

without great explanation and creating cultural confl icts.

A Border Myth: Deaf Voice, the Myth of Silence, and the Deaf

The second issue that needs to be addressed is the meaning of Deaf voices and the myth 

of silence in Deaf families. Re-creating the sound of how your Mom or Dad called you 

home is one of the most shocking borders to cross upon entering the CODA meetings. 

Many of us did this in private with siblings42 but never in a wider group and rarely as 

adults.

The Deaf club was a cacaphony of sounds that we encountered as children. These 

sounds were normal and natural and in some cases lovingly warm. These sounds of 

home helped put meaning to “place” in Coda lives. The irony is that as a child, I never 

laughed at the sounds of the Deaf community. But when I crossed the threshold into 

the Hearing side of the border these sounds became stigmatized, they were viewed as 

awful, vulgar, horrible. The inability of the Deaf person (our parents) to speak well or 

even clearly is the central problem of all Deaf people as far as the Hearing world is con-

cerned. These sounds are the sounds of our families.

The most humorous and loving feelings are felt when stories are told that include 

Deaf voices. Many stories revolve around the attempts to call us home for dinner or 

whenever our parents needed us. We all knew who was calling (so did all the neighbor-

hood kids), and the joke was to see how fast you could get home to quell the “noise.”

For me one of most striking border issues is that of using Deaf voice. It allows me 
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to be a real person again, no facades, no false fronts, no covering of who I am; it allows 

me to be full and genuine. As kids we were probably appalled and embarrassed when 

our parents attempted to call us or talk to us in front of our friends. Yet as adults, these 

sounds have come to mean so much, especially in those Codas whose parents have 

died.

The sounds and the voices are much like the accented sounds that many children of 

immigrant parents heard. These accents and the warm remembrances that these voices 

bring back probably cover more than the instantaneous and embarassing moments of 

our childhood. These voices bring back the smells, the sights, the feelings of our child-

hood; they bring back security and signal the complete crossing of the border. This is 

not an issue that we make fun of but honor and respect.

Yet, even with these feelings, Deaf voice has engendered one of the longest and most 

extensive discussions within CODA. Codas who are not part of the CODA Organization 

and many in the organization still discuss it at length.

Deaf voice has evolved into what has been called “Coda talk.” “Coda talk” is the met-

alinguistic and metacognitive awareness of the border. It is possible that this may be 

the true pidgin of the Deaf world. For example, we use English in a pidgin process in the 

production of orange eyes ; orange  is the handshape change for the sign orange

in ASL.43 This handshape change is moved to the location of the eyes thus resulting in 

orange eyes  translating into being “shocked.” ASL is the base language providing the 

structure and the semantics and English provides the vocabulary, almost the opposite 

of signed English where English provides the structure and the semantics and ASL pro-

vides the vocabulary.

Coda voice is the different sounds of home, something with which only Codas can 

identify. Our Deaf parents cannot relate to this, yet it is directly derived from them. Only 

Codas can cross this border.

Refl ections

To my knowledge there are no stories told by the Deaf that include Codas. Does that 

mean we are members of the community and just ignored? Codas are not mentioned in 

any of the texts that talk about the “Deaf,” deafness, Deaf community, Deaf Culture, etc. 

In other words we are invisible to those who study the culture, yet we are a signifi cant 

part of the population, much like how black people were ignored in the history books 

of the past.

The Deaf have an idea of home, be it a residential school, a Deaf community, a Deaf 

club, etc. Codas have found the concept of home to be elusive. It turns out, I think, that 

our concept of home is the house and the family we construct ourselves. The video A

Passport without a Country clearly demonstrates that we are searching for a space, a 

place to locate our lives. It is possible that the CODA Annual Conference has established 

this place for us and for our lives. There has never been any place a Coda can go in order 

to understand these situations. This is why we are survivors. We have done all this grow-

ing up, essentially on our own. We can all be proud of this. We have accomplished lives 

with and without the support of the Deaf or the Hearing.
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It is my hope that this chapter will open up discussions about the topics covered 

and illuminate them so that we can move toward a fuller understanding of Codas, who 

they are, how they got there, and what it means to have a home, a place, and a family. 

It is clear that every generation of Codas faces both negative and positive differences 

in their lives. However, the common denominator is that we all have Deaf parents and 

must cross the Deaf and Hearing borders constantly during our lifetimes. The more we 

discuss the issues, the easier it will be to cross the borders and expand our understand-

ing of all the lives that are part of the Deaf world.
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 13. Dysconscious Audism: A Theoretical Proposition

G E N I E  G E R T Z

Dysconscious Racism and Dysconscious Audism

In Joyce King’s  work  on dysconscious racism, she shares her interpretation of 

how her university students perceived the meaning of racial inequity. She claims that 

her students exhibited uncritical ways of thinking about racial inequity: they did not 

think of the underlying causes of racism and, more importantly, possible solutions 

to racism. To think critically is to explore, analyze, and evaluate thoroughly the con-

ditions caused by racism. Why did a certain situation happen and how can it be im-

proved or modifi ed? Instead, her students accepted and perpetuated “certain cultur-

ally sanctioned assumptions, myths and beliefs.” King discovered that students had 

“impaired consciousness” of what racism means due to their limited understanding 

and experience.1

King then defi nes dysconscious racism as a form of racism that implicitly accepts 

dominant white norms and privileges. She emphasizes that it is not the absence of con-

sciousness but rather impaired consciousness that engendered this term. When chal-

lenged to think critically, we must question the ideology of racial inequity and be able 

to identify and criticize it objectively. The students did not recognize that structural in-

equity is linked to racial inequity as a form of exploitation. King’s students were aware 

of the racial issues, racial inequity, and racial prejudice. However, they lacked the depth 

of ethical judgment connected to formulating some rationale for inequity. King realized 

that their thinking was impaired when analyzing racial ideology. King builds a frame-

work for us to recognize dysconscious racism where an analysis can be developed of 

how clearly people understand the consciousness of minority groups.

Some Deaf people do experience an impaired consciousness the same way students 

experienced it in King’s study. Some Deaf people, though they resist being assimilated 

into the dominant culture, still incorporate some antithetical values from the dominant 

culture. In this manner, these Deaf individuals experience an impaired consciousness: a 

phenomenon for which I coined the term “dysconscious audism.” This is a new concept 

and I have created this phrase based on Joyce King’s work on dysconscious racism.

With the term “dysconscious audism,” I describe a phenomenon that is defi ned 

as a form of audism that tacitly accepts dominant hearing norms and privileges. It is 

not the absence of consciousness but an impaired consciousness or distorted way of 

thinking about Deaf consciousness. “Dysconscious audism” adheres to the ideology 

that hearing society, because it is dominant, is more appropriate than the Deaf society. 

Such Deaf people can be characterized as not having fully developed Deaf conscious-
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ness connected to the Deaf identity, and they may still feel the need to assimilate into 

the mainstream culture.

Dr. Rachel Stone and California School for the Deaf, Riverside: 
Audism and Dysconscious Audism

In the year 2000, California School for the Deaf, Riverside (CSDR) selected Dr. Rachel 

Stone as the superintendent.2 She became the fi rst Deaf and female to head the school. 

Less than two years after the appointment, Dr. Stone was dismissed, likely for her 

strong views of Deaf bilingualism and biculturalism on educating Deaf students. She 

also emphasized the importance of bilingualism for the students—with equal impor-

tance placed on both English and American Sign Language (ASL). Her priority was stu-

dent success, as she saw no reason that the deaf could not receive quality education. 

Dr. Stone believed that effective pedagogical approaches specifi cally appropriate for 

Deaf students would make all the difference in their academic success, which up to this 

point had not been progressing suffi ciently. Dr. Stone’s desire for an effective bilingual-

bicultural environment was simply oppressed by administrators, teachers, and parents 

who espoused traditional hearingcentric education for the CSDR students and wanted 

to see that system remain status quo. Quite a few Deaf staff along with some hearing 

individuals did take a position in support of Dr. Stone and fought valiantly on her be-

half. However, a sizable number of Deaf teachers, administrators, and parents who sup-

ported her philosophical stance stood helplessly in the ouster of Dr. Stone as CSDR 

Superintendent.3

The unwillingness to accept Dr. Stone’s leadership and vision for a Deaf bilingualism 

and bicultural education at CSDR reveals the hidden power of oppression; namely, aud-

ism. It has a strong bearing on the hearing supremacy in educating deaf learners, even 

in a Deaf school setting like CSDR. While the term audism is not yet inserted in diction-

aries, an in-depth treatise on audism can be obtained by reading Dirksen Bauman’s arti-

cle “Audism: Exploring the Metaphysics of Oppression.”4 His article will strive to further 

defi ne the term as well. Some CSDR members were clearly audists in their overthrow of 

Dr. Stone. As for those Deaf administrators, teachers, and parents who took no action 

to aid Dr. Stone, even though they supported her goals for CSDR, why did they do noth-

ing for her? The term dysconscious audism might provide some explanation for their 

lack of action in taking a strong stand for her and indirectly for themselves. This article 

will both introduce the concept of dysconscious audism, as well as present a theoretical 

proposition of it. Further examples will best illustrate the important features of dyscon-

sious audism and its strong connection to audism.

Deaf Education Agenda Controlled by Hearing Educators

Now more than ever, I see so many issues at hand, especially with the larger society 

due to its lack of understanding about Deaf language, heritage, and culture. The true 

benefi ts of education escape most Deaf individuals because a large majority of hearing 

educators controls the “deaf education” agenda, which is laden with misconceptions. 
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To make matters worse, even as more effective means of educating Deaf individuals are 

demonstrated, Deaf language and culture are still not receiving widespread acceptance 

in the classroom.5

Hearing educators’ main focus is on the stigma that Deaf individuals need to be 

“fi xed” to correct their hearing and speaking defi ciencies. More often than not, this fur-

ther perpetuates society’s larger view of Deaf people as inferior and subhuman and who 

need to be “rehabilitated” into being like hearing individuals for the sole purpose of as-

similating them into mainstream American society.6

Basically, this is a classic example of ethnocentrism. However, it does not mean that 

hearing educators who are comfortable subscribing to Deaf bilingualism/biculturalism 

cannot be our allies. At present, the system of educating deaf individuals is failing to 

meet their educational and societal needs. There is a very common pattern among Deaf 

individuals who are kept away from effective visual language and a rich cultural heri-

tage. As a result, many of them proceed through school life without a sense of direction. 

To properly educate and motivate Deaf individuals in life, we must see that, fi rst and 

foremost, they are treated as human beings and are empowered with a natural language 

and rich cultural heritage.

Let’s look at the story of Dr. Stone’s ouster at CSDR once again. Were CSDR Deaf 

people’s perceptions of their experience shifting away from Deaf empowerment toward 

the hearing dominant majority? They might have unwittingly accepted the changing 

values in the Deaf community to “please” the hearing world. Do Deaf people, gener-

ally speaking, experience the loss of their Deaf empowerment? Is the loss of their Deaf 

center creating Deaf individuals who view the Deaf world differently? Without Deaf em-

powerment, the Deaf consciousness is affected, becomes chaotic, and brings nothing 

to the world from Deaf people but a strange version of hearing people. The voice from 

Deaf-empowered individuals is critical to creating a just society of Deaf people.

Deaf Consciousness toward Audism

In order to explore the impact of audism on the lives of Deaf individuals, I conducted an 

ethnographic study that included eight Deaf adults of Deaf parents who were selected 

for the study to validate the existence of oppression on Deaf people.7 They shared their 

experiences as members of the Deaf community. They have had Deaf Culture, American 

Sign Language, and other features that made being Deaf a positive experience. At the 

same time, they faced the negative experiences of oppression. Oppression has continu-

ally and, in most cases, surreptitiously been interwoven into the lives of Deaf people, 

including their own life encounters that are layered with audism.

The oppression of Deaf people appears to be omnipresent and everlasting. Some of 

the eight Deaf adults of Deaf parents experienced fi rsthand the prohibition of the use 

of sign language because they were told that sign language would ruin their chance for 

succeeding in American society. Some witnessed hearing people’s devaluation of Deaf 

people’s attempts to build up their Deaf identity. Some valued a strong Deaf identity 

to counteract their indoctrination about the superiority of hearing people’s language, 

identity, education, and community/culture. They expressed the awareness of hearing 
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people who tried to recast Deaf people into the image of hearing people, but as lesser 

citizens in the hearing world. Some of them noted that hearing educators reported the 

defi ciencies of Deaf learners in order to justify and validate themselves as worthy in-

dividuals or as acknowledged experts on the education of so-called helpless Deaf in-

dividuals. As a consequence, the hearing populace supported the hearing educators’ 

plan of action in educating deaf children. Some saw that hearing people discredited 

Deaf people’s yearning for their own community and culture. Even the history of Deaf 

community/culture had no meaning to such hearing people. All they wanted to do was 

erase Deaf Culture and history. In the name of their expertise on deafness, these hearing 

people felt obligated to eliminate deafness, by any means, as well as Deaf people whom 

they thought brought an embarrassment to the society.8

Below are the examples of situations as described by each to illustrate the different 

forms of oppression that are structural rather than individual, often happening in rela-

tionships between hearing and Deaf groups. Alan commented about the oralists from 

the Alexander Graham Bell Organization who tried to put a stop to sign language being 

promoted in public through an NBC television show. Bonnie encountered a hearing 

woman working at a school for the deaf who could not sign at all. The school for the deaf 

was ready to dismiss Bonnie because she took a position challenging to the nonsign-

ing woman. Carl related the frustrations of his father, who was a top-notch printer but 

never received a bonus for his excellence at work while his hearing counterparts who 

showed less commitment to work received the bonuses. When Felicia was a young girl, 

she saw her deaf classmates beaming with pride for being rewarded for good speech 

while she was slapped by her teachers for signing. As an adult, Felicia looked back to 

that scene and cringed at the overemphasis on speech and underemphasis on real edu-

cation. Edward reported that there were no history books on Deaf people when he was 

growing up. Debbie made a choice to attend a regular university with the provision of 

support services to Deaf students. At one time, she wanted to drop out of the univer-

sity due to her frustration over dealing with incompetent interpreters who made her 

feel more isolated from her professors and fellow classmates by interfering with direct 

communication. As a native signer of ASL, Glenn found SimCom (an abbreviated term 

of Simultaneous Communication, which refers to the simultaneous use of signing and 

speaking) to be an obstacle to him in terms of undermining his comprehension of what 

was being said. Yet SimCom continued on no matter how many Deaf individuals held it 

to be an abomination. Helen mentioned a hearing-oriented media report that glowed 

with praise for former Miss America Heather Whitestone’s decision to get a cochlear im-

plant. In that case, Helen argued, the media had no clue as to why the Deaf world did 

not applaud Whitestone in the way the hearing world did.

The thoughts and feelings as expressed by the eight Deaf persons in the above para-

graph necessitate the attention to the term audism. These stories confi rmed the exis-

tence of a deep-layered shroud of audism. Because of the prevalence of audist prac-

tices, both conscious and unconscious, Deaf people are oppressed in many ways. See 

Figure 13.1 for effects of audism on Deaf individuals. Presently, there is still a sizable 

group of Deaf people who would be categorized as “dysconscious audists” because they 

haven’t developed their own Deaf consciousness and identity to the fullest. Generally 
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their Deaf consciousness is distorted to varying degrees. Dysconscious audistic Deaf 

people unwittingly help to continue the kind of victimized thinking that they are re-

sponsible for their failure. Such thinking enables hearing people to continue patholo-

gizing Deaf people.

The marked difference between “unconscious” and “dysconscious” when used with 

the word audism is that the word unconscious implies that the person is completely 

unaware whereas the word dysconscious implies that the person does have an inkling 

of his or her consciousness but does not yet realize it is impaired. Some Deaf individu-

als choose to do nothing about it or to take a “so be it” attitude. In this manner, it is not 

that they are completely unaware of the issues; it’s just their decision on how to live with 

them.

With the “dysconscious audism” framework in mind, the weakening of Deaf iden-

tity associates with the lack of Deaf consciousness within the present context and the 

impact of hegemonic forces. Hearing people’s obsession over the cure of deafness con-

tributes signifi cantly to the weakening of Deaf people’s identity. When the Deaf person’s 

Figure 13.1. Effects of audism on the Deaf individual.
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identity is distorted, they cannot fully understand their own behavior. A large number 

of Deaf individuals are not even aware that they possess, to varying degrees, these kinds 

of audistic behaviors and attitudes. The critical features of dysconscious audism are the 

following:

 • Dysconscious audism disempowers Deaf people from becoming liberated.

 • Dysconscious audism disables Deaf people from expressing Deaf cultural pride.

 • Dysconscious audism intimidates Deaf people and limits their promotion of the 

Deaf perspective.

 • Dysconscious audism hinders Deaf people from attaining quality education.

 • Dysconscious audism denies Deaf people full acceptance of ASL.

 • Dysconscious audism weakens Deaf people in the development of their Deaf 

identity.

Responses to Two Selected Topics by the Eight Deaf Adults of Deaf Parents 
in Quest of Understanding Dysconscious Audism

The eight Deaf adults of Deaf parents had been raised in the Deaf world since birth and, 

in the early years of their lives, knew the other side of the world known as the hearing 

world. They had been told stories about hearing people during their formative years by 

their Deaf parents. They had made their own personal observations of hearing people 

from some distance, and they had had real-life interactions with hearing people. These 

all infl uenced the impressions, attitudes, judgments, beliefs, etc. that they had about 

hearing people and the hearing world.

This section focuses on Deaf adults of Deaf parents and their slices of reactions to 

two topics that affect the Deaf community. The educational experiences and socializa-

tion they had in school added an important dimension to their present outlook at to-

day’s Deaf world. While they are all Deaf individuals with an affi liation to the Deaf world 

and the fl uency of American Sign Language, each one represented is unique. Moreover, 

no two Deaf families are alike. These individuals covered a span of the three generations 

of Deaf individuals in which their life histories illustrated the changes in America in its 

societal treatment of Deaf people over fi fty years. Most of them were either second- or 

third-generation Deaf individuals. Only one of them was a fourth-generation Deaf indi-

vidual. Almost all of them attended residential schools for the deaf. Their philosophical 

stances and views on deafness, language, and culture were not identical, yet they of-

fered many similarities. Their sharing of their views has contributed vital information 

to the reader about what the lives of Deaf people coming from Deaf parents might look 

like. Figure 13.2 provides the backgrounds of the eight Deaf adults of Deaf parents in 

fi ve areas: age, Deaf generation, school attended, undergraduate college attended, and 

whether or not the parents were college educated.

simulta neous communic ation

A limited number of people are particularly skilled at talking and signing at the same 

time, but many other people are really not able to do it. They try to talk and sign at 
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the same time and nothing clear comes out. As a result of using SimCom, many signs 

are dropped out. The sign also deteriorates signifi cantly in its quality and intelligibil-

ity. Often, many Deaf people can’t understand what people are saying, and they have 

to work so much harder to try and receive the message. When people speak English, 

the ASL becomes unintelligible. SimCom is an incomprehensible mix of two different 

modalities.9 “I would rather see somebody explaining or speaking their piece by using 

American Sign Language or English,” Felicia said, to emphasize that point. “They don’t 

mix well.” She could tell the difference when one used SimCom.

I can tell if somebody is using their voice at the same time with signs, and once a hearing per-

son, or even a Deaf person for that matter, starts to use speech, I will bust them right on the 

spot: “Are you talking while you’re signing?”

“If it’s clear enough, that’s fi ne,” Alan said. He accepted SimCom. If it becomes very 

muddled, and a lot of signs get dropped, then he is not in support of it. He has written a 

book on the topic of communication and an article on talking and signing at the same 

time. “If I had a choice [to communicate with] a person who was fl uent in talking and 

signing simultaneously and somebody who was fl uent just in sign,” Alan said, “I would 

choose the person fl uent in sign.”

“For certain purposes and functions, I think SimCom is fi ne,” Bonnie said. She ac-

cepted the use of SimCom. “It goes back again to the importance of open communica-

tion.” Why must one say, “You can’t do that,” if it can work out satisfactorily? In this par-

ticular situation, should communication be forfeited because we are not allowed to use 

a resource that could possibly help us communicate? In her mind, restrictions of this 

type are not justifi ed. “Why not, whatever helps.”

What results often in SimCom is the utterances come out in English word order. It’s 

due to the fact that the person is not able to speak English words using ASL syntax. “It 

just doesn’t make sense to me when the speech skews the message in ASL,” Glenn said 

succinctly.

Helen explained her “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde” communication split:

  Deaf School Undergraduate College-educated
Informant Age generation attended college attended parents

Alan early 70s second deaf school Gallaudet University  no

Bonnie late 40s third deaf school Gallaudet University  no

Carl mid-50s third deaf school Gallaudet University  no

Debbie early 40s second deaf school hearing university  no

Edward early 40s second deaf school Gallaudet University  no

Felicia early 40s third deaf school Gallaudet University  no

Glenn early 30s second deaf school Gallaudet University  no

Helen late 20s fourth hearing school Gallaudet University  yes

Figure 13.2. Backgrounds of informants.
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I do admit that when I sign, I mouth. Sometimes I mouth the shapes of words and sometimes 
I don’t. What’s odd is that when I’m at my workplace, I will defi nitely sign and mouth simulta-
neously. At home, I use full ASL and do not mouth any words.

It is reasonable to suspect that the settings infl uence the language that she uses. “If I’m 

in a restaurant or bar, I use ASL but still may switch to SimCom. It depends on who’s 

present and my desire to make myself clear.” She didn’t want any misunderstandings to 

occur. Helen does not support using speech and signing at the same time because she is 

keenly aware that it is the sign language that suffers in the end. The mouth movement or 

the English production with SimCom, she felt, “is obviously for the hearing person.” The 

quality of the sign language is degraded when SimCom becomes the primary source of 

communication. The message delivered through SimCom becomes unclear. “It’s hard 

to understand. I don’t want that,” she concluded.

Most often, the intended meaning of your comment is lost when using SimCom. 

One is so focused on speaking and using sign at the same time that it is not ASL any-

more, and it makes signing a lot less intelligible. “Many times I get lost when people 

speak and sign at the same time. I don’t understand what they are saying,” the infor-

mant Debbie admitted. She added that she has, in the past, requested dropping the 

“speech” modality when she failed to grasp the message via SimCom. “When I tell them 

to drop the speech part and just sign, it becomes crystal clear. It’s the dual modality that 

is very confusing and usually ineffective.”

People who are bilingual often face that dilemma, as Edward explained in his own 

struggle:

I would say that I support it. I mean, I do that sometimes with my use of language. Saying that 
I support it puts me in a position that I’m either against it or support it. I don’t want to say ei-
ther way.

He acknowledged the fact that when one is signing and speaking at the same time, one’s 

skills, the clarity, and the way that one expresses those languages diminish. “If you are 

using one language, then you can use that language to its fullest. It’s most clear and in-

depth,” Edward admitted.

The language issue with deaf children addresses the fact that the acquisition of a 

fi rst language is very important. By trying to teach ASL and English, SimCom confuses 

deaf children further because, when some people sign and speak at the same time, they 

are ultimately doing neither correctly.

Carl told his older brother, who is profi cient in using SimCom: “You don’t have to do 

that. Who are you trying to impress? You should just use sign language and let the inter-

preter speak for you.” His brother’s motivation to use SimCom was his lack of trust in 

the interpreters. “He is one of the rare people who can do it, but there aren’t many who 

can,” Carl said of his brother’s SimCom. “Of course, he does sign a little more English in 

SimCom than if he were using ASL only.”

SimCom doesn’t work because ASL and English are two completely different lan-

guages. The underlying mechanism of SimCom requires the “speaking” part that im-

poses on Deaf people to use English, often for the convenience of hearing people. In 
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this sense, SimCom disempowers Deaf people from using ASL to the full extent and 

consequently weakens them in development of their Deaf identity. Some of the eight 

Deaf adults of Deaf parents were opposed vehemently to the use of SimCom for valid 

reasons. Yet the others who have accepted SimCom by allowing its existence reveal the 

dynamics of dysconscious audism because they thought of nothing in SimCom that af-

fected Deaf people in everyday communication.

the de a f st udies cur r iculum

The focus of the “Deaf” agenda would hold the idea that Deaf children are not to be per-

ceived as disabled but as linguistically and culturally identifi ed individuals. It is impor-

tant that Deaf students interact with other Deaf individuals (youths and adults) early in 

their school career to take advantage of a critical period in language and social develop-

ment. As a matter of fact, interaction with other Deaf people on just a social level does 

make a huge impact on their development and is a top priority; the earlier the better. 

Later, Deaf students would tap into Deaf Studies courses to further enrich their lives 

(e.g., Deaf History, Deaf Literature, Issues in the Deaf Community).

Alan elaborated on his list of reasons for why it is important to incorporate Deaf 

Studies in schools:

There’s one simple reason: for Deaf pride. It means including in the curriculum “Deaf people 

who have succeeded”; where Deaf people are from; sign language; and all other aspects of our 

heritage. All of that is important for the Deaf child. Deaf Studies in schools for the Deaf help in 

the identity formation of Deaf children.

Yet Alan expressed his fear about the overemphasis on the Deaf part as he felt that they 

have to get on with life and school. “Deaf is part of their experience, understanding of 

who they are as a Deaf person. But I don’t want to overemphasize it,” Alan said, in a cau-

tionary manner. “Deaf power builds negative feelings inside of the children against the 

hearing world. I saw that happen. I fi nd that very dangerous.” He stated that the oppres-

sion swings from one extreme to the other. For this very reason, Alan was not in favor of 

Deaf Studies curricula and continued on to say: “It’s okay to be Deaf. It’s okay. And Deaf-

ness is a way of life for these people, but it can be a nuisance and an inconvenience.”

Felicia claimed it is very important to establish a Deaf Studies curriculum. It’s about 

their own history, their culture, and their heritage. The curriculum allows them to make 

strong connections to their life experience and build self-pride. Many ethnic groups 

promoted their awareness by establishing things like Black Pride Week or Chicano Heri-

tage Month. They also created textbooks about their history and heritage. Their goals 

were to help children develop self-esteem and an understanding of their heritage. “Deaf 

children are not exposed to that and have diffi culties in developing a Deaf identity.” To 

reduce their feelings of inferiority, she felt that a Deaf Studies curriculum is what they 

really need. Felicia suggested this approach:

You can incorporate different subject matters into the Deaf Studies curriculum. You can teach 

Deaf Studies even through math. When they learn about percentages in math class, you can 
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raise a question about the percentage of Deaf people attending a residential school as com-
pared with a mainstream program and how to calculate that.

One could talk about the different events that happened in the Deaf world throughout 

history. Deaf students could do research papers with the application of their own Deaf 

experience. Felicia was well prepared to summarize the importance of the Deaf Studies 

curricula.

Bonnie said that she could see the benefi ts of a Deaf Studies curriculum and the 

positive impact that it would have on Deaf learners by “helping Deaf children under-

stand their own identity and accept themselves.” She also felt that they could access 

their Deaf heritage through a Deaf Studies curriculum. In turn, it might help hearing 

people not only recognize them as a minority group but also accept them as people. 

“It’s an education for hearing people and Deaf people alike,” Bonnie said, fi rmly and af-

fi rmatively. “It’s the purpose of learning, and it facilitates that.”

“They can learn about Deaf culture and fi gure out who they are,” Glenn said. He 

took the position that a Deaf Studies curriculum is important. “They analyze the world 

around them and where they stand based on knowing who they are and having that 

identity.” One’s sense of strength and sense of self allows him or her to better handle dif-

ferent situations. He observed that some students who have not had a strong identity or 

a foundation tend to have a hard time dealing with Deaf issues and become frustrated. 

Much later, after they have struggled with them, they realize it’s not just a Deaf-hearing 

issue. It might have been about other things that had to do with communication in the 

home when they were children. They could not fi gure these things out for themselves. 

They thought it was something that went wrong because of their deafness. In reality, 

they were not having a complete understanding of who they were as Deaf people until 

much later in life. “If a Deaf Studies curriculum was incorporated into these schools,” 

Glenn said, stressing that it would attribute positively to Deaf people, “they would ex-

perience less agitation against hearing people.” He added that the preservation of Deaf 

Culture and Deaf community is a very important step for passing Deaf-related informa-

tion on to younger generations: “If they don’t receive the information as younger chil-

dren, they miss out until much later as Deaf adults.” This kind of cycle happens so often 

with many Deaf people. “It would benefi t everyone a lot if they started early,” Glenn said 

emphatically.

“I think it’s very important! I wish that my Deaf daughter had exposure to a Deaf 

Studies curriculum in her school,” Helen said rather plaintively. “She doesn’t, so I teach 

it at home.” She tells her stories relating to Deaf history. For example, Helen related a 

story about a Deaf architect who designed many beautiful buildings and graduated 

from Gallaudet. She took her to see plays conducted in sign language. Helen incorpo-

rated Deaf Studies in her home environment for her daughter. “It’s not just about ex-

posure for her to community events but I also support and affi rm my daughter’s Deaf 

identity,” she concluded.

For Black History month, Martin Luther King Day is celebrated so that children who 

are of African American descent can take pride in the fact that there are people from his-

tory who, like them, are black and are acclaimed and honored. “The black experience 

for black children is akin to the Deaf experience for Deaf children,” Debbie summarized 
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poignantly. “They need to know about their history, their culture, and their people. I 

would say that a Deaf Studies curriculum would defi nitely be a valuable inclusion in 

schools.”

“[Deaf Studies] should be paramount for all d/Deaf people of varying degrees of 

hearing loss,” Edward said as one thought, but then he turned and assumed a different 

position. “To just inundate a hard-of-hearing person with ASL would be inappropri-

ate.” He suggested another approach, “We need to look at them individually and design 

a program for them so later on they will be able to discuss all aspects of Deaf Studies 

and Deaf culture.” In the fi nal outcome, they would know what their preferences and 

choices would be. Deaf people generally did not know anything about their own deaf-

ness, which led to the establishment of Deaf Studies, with the hope of helping them 

become more aware of their Deaf experience. “It is very, very important,” was Edward’s 

answer. He said, with deeper consideration, that the residential schools have had Deaf 

Studies since the early to mid-1800s. It was more of a natural occurrence through con-

versations and interactions, but it was never introduced formally into the classroom. By 

having Deaf role models around these schools, Deaf schools, so to speak, already had 

Deaf Studies programs. When Edward talked about Deaf Studies for residential schools, 

mainstream programs, Gallaudet University, a public university, he emphasized the fact

that Deaf Studies differs from one venue to another. If you take away Deaf Studies from 

a person, Edward indicated that he would consider it a crime, because an education in 

Deaf Studies could make a difference for Deaf people. “Language and culture go hand 

in hand,” was his closing remark.

Deaf Studies, Carl strongly believed, “will encourage deaf children to accept them-

selves as Deaf people, to develop a Deaf identity, to understand what ASL means, and to 

appreciate Deaf role models.” Many deaf children did not have these understandings. 

They might think they are the only deaf person out there. “That’s wrong. They need to 

know Deaf people can do anything. We have Deaf doctors, we have Deaf engineers, and 

so on. There are many choices. There are no limitations,” Carl said, beaming with posi-

tive assertion.

Through the Deaf Studies curriculum, Deaf individuals begin to internalize who they 

are and accept themselves as Deaf people. In addition, they will develop a greater sense 

of pride in themselves and their culture, thus taking a more active part in society and 

serving as role models for the generations to follow. By utilizing a cultural perspective 

rather than a disability model, Deaf communities can, if properly promoted, increase 

their political infl uence in the bureaucracy and legislation affecting Deaf people.

Any Deaf individual who does not support the incorporation of a Deaf Studies cur-

riculum in Deaf educational settings may be labeled as a dysconscious audist because 

an act of opposing the Deaf Studies curriculum limits Deaf individuals from expanding 

the Deaf perspectives.

This section has provided some insights into the views of the eight Deaf adults of Deaf 

parents on two topics of discussion: Simultaneous Communication and the Deaf Stud-

ies Curriculum. The similarities and differences in the responses of the eight Deaf adults 

of Deaf parents were noted. In many ways, their responses were kaleidoscopic. In the 
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broadest sense, the personal views they expressed were related to and shaped by the 

formation of their Deaf consciousness. Not all eight individuals had a strong stance in 

their Deafcentricity, even though all of them possessed some degree of a Deaf identity 

that had roots in their familial upbringings. All of them were fl uent in the use of Ameri-

can Sign Language, yet some supportive of SimCom as a primary means of communica-

tion in the Deaf community.

Some were not comfortable with the importance of a Deaf Studies school curricu-

lum for fear that it might cultivate in deaf children a rebellious attitude toward hearing 

people, while the others cherished it in hopes of helping deaf children increase their 

Deaf consciousness (and confi dence) in order to become active participants in right-

fully seeking their place in the world. Deaf Studies recognizes the existence of Deaf 

Culture and, to varying degrees, accepts it as an important aspect of socialization to 

strengthen the process of linguistic and cultural development. Their actions, beliefs, 

views, and perceptions toward the centrality of Deaf identity, along with American Sign 

Language, differed in some respects.

Deaf adults of Deaf parents who are college educated, knowledgeable about the 

Deaf World, and leaders in their endeavors supposedly comprise the most “progres-

sive” group of the Deaf population. They function as Deaf bilingual-bicultural individu-

als who accept the realities of coexisting with hearing people. The weakening of their 

Deaf identities was present in some of them even though all of them continued to see 

themselves as big D Deaf, fl uent users of ASL, and members of American Deaf Culture. 

Under the constant siege of audism, some of them, even with their clear thinking on 

their Deaf experience and their positive Deaf upbringing, had a weakened resistance 

to audism. This was demonstrated by their acceptance of audistic-generated practices. 

More often than not, they did not realize that they had internalized audist values and 

that these values had altered their perception. Such effects on the Deaf consciousness, 

in which they accept dominant hearing norms and privileges, may be best described as 

dysconscious audism.

Critical Pieces of Evidence for the Existence of Dysconscious Audism

The constant pressure of audism on the Deaf world brought out the salient features of 

dysconscious audism in some of the Deaf adults of Deaf parents. Figure 13.3 visually 

demonstrates the weakening of Deaf identity through the siege of audism. The critical 

pieces of evidence for the existence of dysconscious audism emerged in the interviews 

with the eight Deaf adults of Deaf parents. From the full study, following are some ex-

amples of dysconscious audism as depicted in their responses to questions on the cause 

of dysconscious audism.

 Dysconscious audism disempowers Deaf people from becoming liberated.

 • Lack of full support for Deaf Studies programs

 • Lack of full support for ASL

 • Acceptance of a cure for deafness
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 Dysconscious audism disables Deaf people from expressing Deaf cultural pride.

 • Danger of offending hearing people

 • Belief that heavy participation in the Deaf community is limiting

 • The value of Deaf Studies courses being questioned

 Dysconscious audism intimidates Deaf people and limits their promotion of the 

Deaf perspective.

 • Fear of challenging hearing people’s authority

 • Denial of the impact of audism on the individual

 • Lack of full support for Deafcentric curricula

 Dysconscious audism hinders Deaf people from attaining quality education.

 • Support for communication methods favored by hearing people

 • Acceptance of English-based signing system

 • Obsession with the idea of English mastery as a critical foundation for education

 Dysconscious audism denies Deaf people full acceptance of ASL.

 • Belief in the paramount importance of English

 • Support of Simultaneous Communication

 • Tolerance for different choices of communication methods with Deaf 

individuals

 Dysconscious audism weakens Deaf people in the development of their Deaf 

identity.

 • Acceptance of the term “hearing-impaired”

 • Lack of resistance to the label “disability”

 • Avoidance of fi ghting back against audism

Few hearing people understand what it means to truly be Deaf. To have a Deaf identity 

is equivalent to achieving a status of human being in the fullest sense. The weakening 

of the Deaf identity often causes them to feel like lesser human beings and to become 

more alien to the hearing world as well. It is ironic that deaf people who are shaped into 

“hearing people” are often less connected to the hearing world because they become 

marginalized in that society as well. Discrimination against Deaf people tends to in-

crease when Deaf people are perceived in the medical model of deafness. The cultural 

model of deafness, on the other hand, defi nes Deaf people as contributing members 

of American society; educates Deaf people to be fully cognizant of the deep meanings 

of their rich Deaf Culture; creates a better environment for Deaf people to live in; and 

transforms their voices from silence to vibrancy, even with the full blast of audism work-

ing against them.

Being raised by Deaf parents, their lives are structured at a very early age on the 

positive possibilities of their future, a very sharp contrast to the often negative message 

passed down to d/Deaf children raised by hearing parents, who echo the sentiments of 
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the larger hearing society. Unlike the barrier d/Deaf children of hearing parents expe-

rience at home, Deaf children of Deaf parents experience accessible communication 

at the earliest stage. The lives of successful Deaf adults of Deaf parents could unlock 

some of the mysteries associated with raising d/Deaf children by providing hearing 

people with greater insights and perspectives on issues related to Deaf identity, lan-

guage, community/culture, and education. Needless to say, language, culture, and 

identity are interconnected and important to a person’s existence. It is even more im-

portant to Deaf people’s existence because they grow up and experience the larger so-

ciety in a minority role.

The theorizing of dysconscious audism has stressed the importance of understand-

ing the oppression, barriers, and discrimination that are caused by audism. An impor-

tant link between audism and dysconscious audism can be traced to the power of hear-

ing people over Deaf people in the domains of education, medicine, law, and the media. 

When Deaf people get a chance to deal with those issues within the aforementioned 

domains, they often fi nd themselves brushed aside because they do not have the power 

and do not even share with hearing people the same language and culture of power. 

These factors have serious implications for the Deaf community, especially when the 

imposition on Deaf people of hearing people’s discriminatory views intensifi es and 

manifests into action, such as with cochlear implants. From a greater awareness of dys-

conscious audism, an increasing power of Deaf discourse could result. A greater Deaf 

consciousness and stronger stance taken by Deaf people may ensue and infl uence the 

Deaf-hearing dialogue. Deaf people must be clear on their values and positions before 

they initiate dialogue with hearing people on Deaf matters.

Arden Neisser, a hearing woman with no prior knowledge of the Deaf world, Deaf 

people, and deafness, made a journey into Deaf America in the early 1980s for several 

Figure 13.3. The weakening of Deaf Identity: dysconscious audism.
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years before writing a book, The Other Side of Silence: Sign Language and the Deaf Com-

munity in America. In the Prologue section of her book, she states with both eloquence 

and magnifi cence her thoughts about Deaf people:

Although the deaf live in a world without sound, it is the same world we all inhabit. To the 
problems of living in the environment they bring the full range of human resourcefulness, in-
telligence, and ingenuity. They have created for themselves a language that is not only compa-
rable to all the world’s great languages, but is perfectly adapted to their lives and needs. They 
do not speculate long about the nature of sound, or the mechanics of normal hearing. No liv-
ing creature organizes its behavior around something it doesn’t have. The deaf perceive the 
world through skilled and practiced eyes; language is at their fi ngertips.10

The life stories and thoughts of the eight Deaf adults of Deaf parents would have 

been lost if they had not been willing to participate in “culture talking.”11 Their open-

ness about their “cultural” upbringings revealed the richness of their Deaf experiences. 

Their voices came alive and broadened our understanding of their lived experiences as 

Deaf adults of Deaf parents. In return, they had time to refl ect on their understanding of 

“Who am I?” Too often, Deaf life stories are not recorded or considered important by the 

hearing world. As a result, it is nearly impossible to penetrate and positively infl uence 

the educational system in which educational planning for deaf children could better be 

implemented if these life stories were considered. These eight Deaf adults of Deaf par-

ents may understandably not be indicative of all Deaf adults of Deaf parents. Still, they 

have not only supplied but also illuminated vital information regarding the lives and 

perspectives of Deaf adults of Deaf parents in today’s world.

In conclusion, the full recognition of the Deaf identity is a vital step for making real 

changes to see that Deaf people are treated as human beings and as fi rst-class citizens 

of the societies in which they live. The affi rmation of the Deaf identity enables Deaf 

people to gain confi dence in challenging audist practices. Deaf identity, Deaf commu-

nity/Deaf Culture, ASL, and Deafcentric education must be respected and affi rmed. To 

prevent exposing Deaf people to hearing ethnocentric attitudes, hearing people must 

be conscious of their past action. In order to combat audism, hearing people need to 

reach out to Deaf adults for the development of a partnership before navigating further 

into the Deaf world. The eight Deaf adults of Deaf parents must be profoundly thanked 

for their courage to share everything they could for this humankind. What they have 

done is provide a map with which to better understand the Deaf experience, one that 

was drawn up with their own burgeoning consciousness of the effects of dysconscious 

audism.
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 14. The Burden of Racism and Audism

L I N D S AY  D U N N

This chapter  will attempt to raise issues in the form of a debate about culture, social 

justice, and identity. It is based partly on conversations with hearing and Deaf friends 

and is intended to raise critical and controversial dialogues on the twin conditions of 

race and audism that are heavy burdens on Deaf people of color in general and black 

Deaf people in particular.

The author is a Deaf black South African who is married to a hearing African Ameri-

can; they have three South African–American children who are hearing. The author grew 

up in a multicultural and multilingual environment in both rural and township areas of 

South Africa. He became deaf from spinal meningitis at age eleven and acquired sign 

language skills at age thirteen (Irish Sign Language used at the Dominican School for 

the Deaf in Cape Town, which he attended for fi ve years).1 He learned American Sign 

Language (ASL) at twenty-one when he enrolled at Gallaudet University.

The antagonist in the dialogue is a white hearing male (WHM).

whm:  You know, the pharmaceutical industry has made great strides in introducing 

various new products over the years with great potential to alleviate social problems.

ld:  Absolutely, I most certainly concur. Hopefully there will be a cure for cancer and 

the global HIV/AIDS epidemic in my lifetime.

whm: Yes, but I am referring to the potential benefi ts of melanin, hair strengthen-

ers, and even hair dying products.

ld:  Oh, I see. But I am not sure I understand where this is leading to.

whm : Well, actually since you and I have been in confl ict over our views regarding 

the status of black people and minorities in this country as well as the status of deaf 

and disabled people, I have given great thought about the possibilities of medicine and 

technology as possible solutions to social problems.

ld : You are defi nitely kidding. Right?

whm : Well, actually no. I would assume you would agree with me. Don’t you?

ld : Please elaborate; I think I am losing you here.

whm : I mean, let’s look at it this way: it is defi nitely an advantage to be a normal 

hearing white person in society today, wouldn’t you agree?

ld : Meaning that is a disadvantage to be black and deaf, is that what you mean?

whm : Absolutely my friend; so you get the gist of my thinking?

ld : Actually, the isms, racism and audism, appear to be the fi rst words entering my 

mind right now and frankly I hope I am exaggerating.
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whm : Oh come on, won’t you agree that your children would live a more satisfying 

life if you had them looking white and don’t you think that deaf children would integrate 

more easily and comfortably in society if they were implanted with cochlear implants 

from the time they were diagnosed as being deaf?

ld : No.

Perplexed, my friend shook his head and looked at me in consternation.

whm : But my friend, affi rmative action, multiculturalism, diversity, Deaf Culture, 

and all that bunk is really nothing but political correctness and such fads are just tem-

porary attempts to penetrate the conscience of the dominant race. Frankly, I think you 

are abusing your children if you deny them this opportunity to become normal white 

children.

ld : Abusing my children by raising them as black children in America? Are you also 

suggesting parents who raise deaf children are abusing their children by allowing them 

to use sign language as their primary mode of communication and rejecting cochlear 

implants?

whm : Absolutely. For one thing, there is no real hope for black folks and other mi-

norities to ever gain equality in American society. It is just the way this society is de-

signed. From the very beginning the idea was for this to be a white-dominated society 

and nonwhites were basically always going to be “guests” invited to serve at the beck 

and call of white superiors. It is just the reality of things. Just look at labor statistics and 

you find black and disabled people have high unemployment rates; just look at aca-

demic scores whether SAT, LSAT, GMAT, or whatever, and white students consistently 

rank well above black students. It is a fact that prime neighborhoods will always be the 

domain of the privileged white majority, and wealth will most certainly remain concen-

trated within this ethnic group wherever they are in the world. I mean I am sure you 

have read Charles Murray’s The Bell Curve2 haven’t you? While I agree with the black Re-

publican J. C. Watts3 who noted that affi rmative action programs were one of a very few 

legal tools available to black folks that gave black folks a chance to squeeze inside the 

door of opportunity, the reality is that these doors will shut down. I envision the same 

fate for the Americans with Disabilities Act. Disabled people are a burden on society and 

demand too much in terms of resources and only remind society of imperfections we 

must eliminate in order to create a perfect world. Don’t you agree that the recent map-

ping of the genetic code is a major scientifi c breakthrough? I am absolutely ecstatic as I 

ponder the medical possibilities.

ld : You mean such as cloning and its potential to eliminate black people and people 

with disabilities?

whm : Well, since there is no benefi t for being either, I certainly believe cloning of-

fers society the best potential for eliminating burdensome conditions.

ld : Burdensome conditions? I have read Murray but have you read Bahan, Hoff-

meister, and Lane’s A Journey into the Deaf-World? 4

I was reminded of a discussion at the National Conference on Race and Ethnicity 

(NCORE) conference in 2003 where Dr. Francis Kendall gave a workshop on “Being an 

Ally as a Person with White Privilege: This is Not Just About Being Friends.” 5 Dr. Kendall 

pointed out that: “we (white people) have been given unearned privileges that affect 
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each of our lives every minute of every day.” The effect of these privileges brings noth-

ing but bliss to the holder and nothing but misery for those who are not so privileged. It 

is the law of the haves and have-nots and it is necessary for this equilibrium to be main-

tained at all costs. So why would I deprive my children of melanin, hair strengtheners, 

and perhaps an eye implant to make their eyes blue? Why would I not want my children 

to enjoy this unearned privileged existence?

whm : Surely you cannot force your children into a “pseudo Black Culture.” Assimi-

lation into mainstream America and into the majority (white) culture was the only way 

black people could be liberated from the bondage of their race.

ld : Wait a minute. The world was already quite familiar with examples of cultural 

genocide and eugenics.

whm : That my friend is a fat load of bunk. If the Jews had assimilated into German 

society and behaved like Germans rather than Jews with their own separate places of 

worship, communities, and business, there would never have been a Holocaust. They 

would have assimilated and become German.

ld : Are you aware you are teetering on rather precarious grounds with this insinua-

tion? For one thing, the majority of people in this world is neither white nor speaks En-

glish as their fi rst language and therefore, since white people are a global minority, there 

is the possibility that the nonwhite majority will eventually determine the minority’s 

fate. I hope you are not suggesting that Hitler’s solution was rational and that majority 

cultures ought to use the same methods to eradicate minority cultures. After all, that 

would be tantamount to you suggesting that this be an option for the world’s nonwhite 

majority to solve the “problem” of the Caucasian minority.

whm : Your argument has merit; however, because of the intellectual superiority of 

the white race, power was vested in this minority white race for reasons you and I could 

not possibly fathom and therefore it was necessary to colonize or better yet, eradicate 

the nonwhite threat to protect white liberty, wealth, and the pursuit of happiness. The 

superior ability to harness the power of destructive violence will maintain white domi-

nance for as long as the white race exists.

ld : So are you suggesting that your race is one that acknowledges its propensity to 

dominate over others forcefully with the weapons of violence, destruction, propaganda, 

colonization, and other “tools” usually associated with those you refer to as uncivilized? 

Is this not terrorism and therefore does it not imply that your race is no better than 

“terrorists”?

whm : Actually no, I have never looked at this issue as uncivilized nor as a form of 

terror. It is merely dominance by the superior. I guess civilization and terrorism are rela-

tive concepts. Whoever has power is free to defi ne them according to their whim.

I shook my head in disbelief at such a response.

ld : So given that you believe that the majority values must dominate, you would 

fi nd it justifi able for the biomedical and biotechnology industries to seek solutions to 

remove disabled people from society? Is that right?

whm : I most defi nitely believe that this will create a more harmonious society. 

Cochlear implant technology was only the beginning, and biotechnology will eventually 

eradicate imperfections in human beings. I believe that one day, even homosexuality 
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will be eradicated from society. After all, how does such deviant behavior benefi t a het-

erogeneous society? The fi elds of psychology are going to be obsolete as genetic engi-

neering would ensure perfect children would be born in a world where it was possible 

to design a nation that was uniform in its uniformity—blond, blue-eyed, rose cheeked, 

heterosexual, with IQs that embodied the superiority of their whiteness and physical 

prowess that would render the accomplishments of today’s athletes nothing more than 

puny in comparison. This is simply human progress and as long as humanity possesses 

the capacity to invent, create, and genetically modify any living organism, there is no 

limit to what humans will ultimately achieve.

ld : But wouldn’t this scientifi c industry exhibited by human beings ultimately de-

mand subservient uniformity, or will human diversity in all its awesome variety be lost 

as a vital ingredient in this mystery we call human life?

I certainly could not concur with my friend on any of his points. Then I pondered the 

“burden of my race” and somehow I did not wish to be, and could not imagine myself 

being, anyone other than the black deaf male that I am proud to be. Although I was born 

hearing, I have lived the majority of my life as a deaf person, and yet I do not consider 

myself imperfect or inferior in any way to my friend. In regards to my deafness, I con-

sider myself unique in that I am able to see the world without the nuisance of “noise” or 

the false security of a privilege not earned but granted solely by being born into a cer-

tain race. I see myself as a contribution to this gorgeous human mosaic that makes our 

world vibrant and stimulating. However, it is a heavy burden to be a pawn in a chess 

game where physicians attempt to make a cyborg out of me. I am rather tired of being a 

pawn in this game in which someone else gets the satisfaction of manipulating my life 

in order to savor the delight of power over me simply because of my race and inability 

to hear.

Charles Mills, in his book The Racial Contract states that “white misunderstanding, 

misrepresentation, evasion, and self-deception on matters related to race are among 

the most pervasive mental phenomena of the past few hundred years, a cognitive and 

moral economy psychically required for conquest, colonization, and enslavement. And 

these phenomena are in no way accidental, but prescribed by the terms of the Racial 

Contract, which requires a certain schedule of structured blindness, and opacities in 

order to establish and maintain white polity.”6

Thinking about such a powerful assessment of those who are conditioned to colo-

nize, conquer, and enslave, I pondered my own state of mind and my position in a so-

ciety where I was already handicapped by being a black male in a society that fears my 

kind like the plague. According to a Justice Policy Institute publication, Reducing Dis-

proportionate Minority Imprisonment, black youth represent a disproportionate num-

ber in our prison system. The Justice Policy Institute states that “The number of black 

men in jail or prison has grown fi vefold in the past 20 years, to the point where more 

black men are behind bars than are enrolled in colleges or universities.”7 The study also 

noted that “the increase in the black male prison population coincides with the prison 

construction boom that began in 1980. At that time, three times more black men were 

enrolled in institutions of higher learning than behind bars.”

What does this imply? That our young black males are better off in prison than in 
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college? That society is safer with the black man in confi nement? That whiteness must 

be protected from this threat to liberty, wealth, and the pursuit of happiness? Is this not 

the same colonizing, enslaving, and conquering tendency that historically permeates 

Western history? (I shook my head in disgust at this thought.) I did not think melanin 

or cochlear implants were a justifi able response to deafness just as Hitler’s idea of the 

“Final Solution” was unpalatable to every decent human being anywhere on earth. My 

race was obviously a major disadvantage in a society that sees me more as a threat than 

as an equal member of society.

whm : My friend, as diffi cult as it is to acknowledge that your race is a burden on you 

and presumably on society that fears your ilk, your deafness does not offer an opportu-

nity to lighten this burden but rather, I believe it further hinders your ability to integrate 

and assimilate into privileged society. Let’s take, for instance, the fact that deaf people in 

general read at the 3.8 grade level. In a society that demands advanced literacy and nu-

meracy skills in order to survive in a rapidly expanding technology-based society, what 

are your chances of living a decent life? Surely you must give great consideration to the 

alternatives that science offers. Deaf education has failed and only offers the misguided 

idea of a “pseudo deaf cultural identity” just as the failure of multicultural-based educa-

tion for black children has only lead to a misguided pseudo black culture that is steeped 

in anti-Western historical and cultural thought. Neither prepares you for the realities of 

modern society.

ld : Wait a minute; I am not sure I understand what you are implying here. Are you 

suggesting that deaf education, and education of black children in particular, is the 

problem?

whm : Absolutely.

ld : In other words, you are implying that auditory-based, Eurocentric education 

would be most appropriate in enabling deaf and black people to better integrate into 

society.

whm : As an alternative to eradicating the twin conditions, yes, I would suggest that 

as the most viable alternative. The oral method after all, has afforded deaf people better 

access to the hearing world.

ld : Are you implying that sign language is a hindrance to the effective education of 

deaf children? And that we ought to adopt the oral method?

whm : It defi nitely has some advantages in that it is auditory/verbal-based and 

therefore affords deaf children the same quality education as hearing nonsigners. Don’t 

you agree?

ld : I am not an expert in linguistics but I am rather certain that education via one’s 

native language is preferable to education in a foreign language. Could you imagine 

yourself, an American English user, going through college using German or French in 

all your subjects? Wouldn’t that be diffi cult for you and isn’t that similar to a deaf person 

using the oral method rather than his/her native sign language?

whm : Well, fortunately I never had to deal with that hypothetical question; after all 

this is an English-speaking nation and I hope it will always remain so. After all, English is 

the political, social, economic, and scientifi c language of our modern global society.

ld : That is not necessarily the case in the rest of the world. In my native South Africa, 



240 L I N D S A Y  D U N N

the average South African spoke three to seven languages and it was also common 

among Europeans to speak English, French, and Spanish and perhaps even German.

Obviously multilingualism is possible among human beings; why is it a problem 

for Americans to be comfortable communicating in other languages? Many Americans 

speak Spanish, French, and other indigenous Asian, European, and African languages, 

so why would it be a problem for them to also learn sign language?

whm : But sign language is not auditory based and therefore cannot constitute the 

academic or scientifi c defi nition of a language.

ld : Are you familiar with the work of Dr. William Stokoe, Dr. Ursula Bellugi, Dr. Carol 

Padden, or Dr. Harlan Lane?

whm : No! But I can imagine that they are all simply attempting to justify the exis-

tence of a “Deaf Culture” and to do that, it is necessary to prove that this language of 

signs is evidence of the existence of the culture; correct?

ld : So what then is it about this language of signs that actually allows us to under-

stand a signed or sign-interpreted reading of Shakespeare, Virginia Woolf, Frantz Fanon, 

Toni Morrison, Paulo Freire, James Baldwin, Amy Tan, Harlan Lane, and Oliver Sacks? 

What then is it about this language of sign that allows us to enjoy a theatrical perfor-

mance that is either sign-interpreted or performed by skilled performers in ASL? If this 

language of sign makes this possible, why is it not accepted as equal? After all, the end 

objective being to understand the dialogue and therefore the story being told is ulti-

mately achieved in both mediums. How can one be accepted as a language and the 

other not if the end result is the same? Didn’t humans communicate nonverbally by 

means of gestures prior to developing verbal communication systems unique to their 

ethnocultural enclaves?

My friend hesitated a bit and seemed a bit confused.

whm : You mean deaf people can follow Othello in sign language? But why would 

they be interested in theater? After all, theatrical performances place heavy emphasis 

on sound.

ld : Actually one of my favorite activities during summer is going to the Carter 

Barron Amphitheater in Washington, D.C., or a “Shakespeare in the Park” play in Central 

Park, New York City, which often either have ASL-using actors or are sign interpreted.

whm : I don’t mean to sound rude or ignorant, but I really have never seen black 

deaf folks at any theatrical performance I have ever attended—do you folks really go to 

dramatic events?

ld : Well, actually, I thought Phylicia Rashad’s recent performance in A Raisin in the 

Sun8 on Broadway was superlative. But I think Phyllis Frelich’s performances are clas-

sics. After all, she is a native signer and, like Rashad, an award-winning actress also.

He was now genuinely perplexed. His brow furrowed in deep contemplation.

According to his reasoning, deaf people are technically, functionally illiterate and on top 

of that, being a black male, statistically I should either be in jail or dead, not enjoying 

cultural activities that are normally the domain of the “cultured white elite.” It was in-

conceivable. Furthermore, I do not even have a cochlear implant or hearing aids so how 
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could I possibly even understand cultural events that demand hearing? It was obvious 

that my friend had little understanding about language and culture.

All communication is culturally bound. The very means of communicating (writing, the use 

of a telephone, person-to-person interaction) are affected by unwritten cultural rules and, in 

turn, infl uence how we learn. One of the greatest sources of miscommunication among peo-

ple who are culturally different from one another is communication style.9

However, despite my admiration for Phylicia Rashad and enjoyment of sign-interpreted 

performances, I still would rather attend a naturally signed performance than an inter-

preted one. Our language is vibrant and expressive and, in a sense, enables us to enjoy 

visual performance mediums in a dynamic manner.

Identity Development Theories

Although there is much work already done on ASL and Deaf Culture, there is much 

needed to be done to explore the phenomenon of identity development among deaf 

people. This is especially essential in light of the fact that much research and literature 

on deafness has been from a Eurocentric perspective and mainly based on the Euro-

American experience. Neil Glickman has done an outstanding job of developing a Deaf 

Identity Development Scale (DIDS),10 which is based on the work of Dr. Janet Helms and 

others. It is often necessary to look at the parallels with the African American experience 

to understand the experience of Deaf people in a culture that oppresses those different 

from the majority.

We like to think of our visual language as expressive, dynamic, emotionally intense, 

and demonstrative just like black folks view their use of the English language. A sign-

interpreted performance featuring well-trained sign language interpreters enables us to 

derive intense satisfaction from visual arts performances. My encounter with my pro-

tagonist suggests that cultural and social experiences apparently made it more likely 

that our perspectives would differ.

Janet Helms was concerned with the dominant bias in counseling psychology, which 

focused on the pathology of blacks. Helms found “from the experience of her White col-

leagues that their relationships with people of color were so rarefi ed that they resembled 

those who experience culture shock when visiting or living in another country.”11 This 

appears to describe my protagonist’s response to my arguments that deaf people are 

in fact normal, intelligent human beings who enjoyed the same pleasures he assumed 

were beyond us, especially black deaf people, given our race and deafness. It further re-

minded me of the many stories black deaf folks have of their encounters with white deaf 

people in situations such as Deaf clubs or organization events where the black deaf per-

son is perhaps the only person of color in the room or one of a few. The most recurring 

comment is “I am so happy to see you here. I hope you can bring more of your people 

to come here next time.” I usually ask “Why?” and the answer invariably suggests that 

it is my responsibility to promote their event within the black Deaf community as if I 
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am some offi cial representative rather than just an individual accompanying my white 

friends to a Deaf club for the very same reasons my friends are attending. It’s as if I am 

some foreigner and the people here are unsure as to how to respond to my presence 

at their establishment. Helms’s model on black identity development is based on four 

stages: preencounter, encounter, immersion/emersion, and internalization.

In my particular experience where I became deafened at age eleven and had no 

prior encounter with deaf people, my preencounter experience was one of apprehen-

sion, confusion, and fear of a possible world without sound. When I fi rst encountered 

deaf people at the Dominican School for the Deaf in Cape Town, South Africa, appre-

hension was replaced with awe, excitement, and determination to master this language 

that would free me from this new world I was entering. My attitudes to hearing people 

changed somewhat in that my dependence was reduced and my internalized assump-

tions of hearing people, which were similar to my assumptions of white people based 

on my experience being born into a segregated nation, changed drastically. The Irish 

Sign Language, which was used at my school, afforded me an opportunity to engage in 

dialogues regarding racism and audism and how these twin vices affect my life.

My subsequent immersion into this world and new consciousness was almost par-

allel with the Black Consciousness Movement of my generation, which culminated in 

our rejection of the perceived inferiority of black people as a race. I was now rejecting 

this perceived inferiority of myself as a deaf person. I went on to attend a hearing high 

school without interpreters or note-taking support and did exceptionally well because 

my consciousness was changed and I no longer saw myself as defi cient in comparison 

to my hearing peers. Rather than internalizing negative stereotypes of my experiences 

under a brutal apartheid regime and an ignorant hearing world, I found liberation and 

hope that there was a very important place for me in this world. I was beginning to re-

claim my humanity, and this was absolutely liberating.

Those of us who are socialized into Deaf Culture through sign language and early in-

teraction with adult members of the Deaf community tend to have a comfortable sense 

of ourselves as Deaf people. In families where sign language is used early in our life, we 

have a social environment where our deafness is not perceived as a disabling condition 

but rather in a similar manner as black people perceive peers who use Ebonics, or na-

tive speakers of languages other than English. We participate in cultural activities within 

the Deaf community, and this in turn leads to our having a greater sense of our cultural 

self. We are therefore more likely to have a strong sense of awareness of audism and are 

more likely to respond in the same way people of color respond to oppression. It is no 

accident therefore that the four student leaders during the Deaf President Now move-

ment were children of Deaf adults and the group of young Deaf men who organized be-

hind the scenes were also mostly children of Deaf adults save for only one. They were 

socialized into the culture from an early age and were therefore comfortable with their 

self-concept as normal Deaf individuals and members of a vibrant community.

On the other hand, there are those who reject the concept of a Deaf Culture and a 

community. They insist that deaf people can be assimilated into the dominant culture’s 

concept of “normal.” Rather than acknowledge the validity of sign language as a natural 

and normal form of communication equal to verbal language, we have proponents of 
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the oral method whose premise is that Deaf people can be taught to speak intelligibly 

regardless of their degree of hearing loss. I believe this is possible among those with suf-

fi cient hearing ability that they are able to make sense of verbal utterances. This confl ict 

regarding the best educational methods for deaf and hard-of-hearing people has con-

tinued for over a hundred years and there are very few signs that this debate is reach-

ing a conclusion. Proponents of inclusion believe that every disabled child should be 

receiving the same education in the same environment as nondisabled students. While 

there are confl icts in regards to the defi nition of disabled within the general disability 

community and the Deaf/hard-of-hearing community, deaf and hard-of-hearing chil-

dren are the ones victimized by political sparring among various groups. It is often dif-

fi cult for disability activists to fathom the reality that deaf people are extremely disad-

vantaged in environments designed for audio-based learning except in the case of those 

who have suffi cient hearing to manage to some degree. However, there are those who 

have enough hearing to manage in a one-on-one social environment and can also uti-

lize sign language interpreters for larger group encounters.

Mainstreaming assumes that deaf students must interact with “normal” hearing 

kids and therefore adapt the values of the “normal” society. Jean Kim refers to Sue and 

Sue whose model, she suggests, presents what is essentially a personality typology in 

their description of the Asian American identity development process.12 The three-part 

model consists of traditionalist, marginal, and the bicultural. According to their theory, 

the traditionalist places family fi rst and has strong traditional Chinese cultural values. 

These may encounter confl icts when majority cultures are perceived to confl ict with 

these traditionalist values. In the second example, the marginal person attempts to 

mainstream and adapt/assimilate into mainstream culture. This person fi nds it neces-

sary to earn acceptance from the majority culture and often experiences confl ict when 

they fi nd that they are not equally or fully accepted by the majority regardless of their 

academic, economic, or social successes. The third part of this model is the bicultural 

where the traditional values are integrated into the realities of the majority culture. The 

latter apparently fi nds a middle ground that fully accepts their ethnic/racial identity 

while acknowledging the majority culture without attempting to become assimilated 

into it at the expense of their traditional values.

The black community has a similar experience and history that is well represented 

with caricatures of so-called Uncle Toms who discover that they are not immune to the 

same fate as others of their race. We also have those exemplifi ed by the Black Power 

Movement who attempted to do a complete makeover of their identity. Rather than 

shiny straightened hair, they let it grow into Afros of all sizes, declined skin lighteners, 

took up African names, and rejected the “Colored” or “Negro” classifi cation for the terms 

“Black,” “Afro-American,” and the present “African American.” Then there also are those 

“tweeners” who value the traditionalist ways of their race and yet are not intimidated by 

the requirements of successful coexistence in a majority white society. They are able to 

adapt and move effortlessly between multiple cultures.

The Deaf world has its own examples of these experiences. We have the traditionalists 

who are invariably referred to as the Big D. These are folks that Padden and Humphries, 

Bahan, Lane, and Hoffmeister, and others refer to as people who are from Deaf families 
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and attended Deaf schools, and as Kannapell suggests, membership within this group 

requires not only ASL skills, but shared values, beliefs, and experiences.13 Members of 

this group tend to have a strong sense of identity as Deaf members of society and do 

not consider themselves disabled but rather refer to themselves as a cultural-linguistic 

minority. We also have people who have a negative self-image attributed to their deaf-

ness and often feel isolated and inferior. They grow up believing that they must become 

“hearing” in order to assimilate into society. They reduce contact with other deaf people 

or behave as if they are “not like them” and, because they have had cochlear implants 

and speech training, are more “hearing-like” than “them,” and therefore should be af-

forded more privileges in society. This confl ict is at the root of the Deaf community’s 

struggle to gain legitimacy in society’s eyes. Since a greater number of people with hear-

ing loss are able to “pass,” it is often assumed that they are therefore evidence that deaf-

ness is a condition that can be fi xed.

However, like the “marginals” in Sue and Sue’s model, they are also vulnerable to re-

jection by normal hearing people and experience confl icts in their self-identity. After all, 

skin lighteners and hair straighteners did benefi t many dark-skinned and nappy-haired 

black people but did not exempt them from experiencing racial discrimination.

In the black community we have what is known as the “brown bag standard” that 

was used to determine if a black person was light enough to enroll at certain schools, 

and even a few Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) at one time used 

this standard. Ms. Julia Pitt, my longtime assistant in the Offi ce of the President at Gal-

laudet University and a native of Washington, D.C., told me that she failed the “brown 

bag test” and could not attend one of the fi nest public high schools for blacks in the 

1960s and was too “black” to be admitted to Howard University. Spike Lee illuminated 

this problem in his movie School Daze.14 I believe that human defi ciencies are the major 

cause of intolerance and that it was the simple desire to usurp power over others that 

was the fundamental barrier to peace and brotherhood within our communities and in 

the global community we are destined to share. Blackness cannot be a problem in it-

self. Why else would white men, brothers to be exact, kill each other simply for the right 

to own this human who was black? What was it that even a great American President 

would love this thing that is black and father children from her? And yet racism has sur-

vived centuries and persists to this day. Deafness in itself does not threaten humanity in 

any manner, and yet it is perceived as a social stigma for reasons that cannot be logically 

or scientifi cally justifi ed.

However, I began to consider what might cause us to feel secure or insecure and 

looked up literature that addressed identity development for insights. Sonia Nieto in her 

book The Light in Their Eyes begins chapter three with this excerpt attributed to Mary 

Kalantzis, Bill Cope, and Diana Slade from their book Minority Languages:

[We] are not simply bearers of cultures, languages, and histories, with a duty to reproduce 

them. We are the products of linguistic-cultural circumstances, actors with a capacity to re-

synthesize what we have been socialized into and to solve new and emerging problems of ex-

istence; we are not duty-bound to conserve ancestral characteristics which are not structurally 

useful. We are both socially determined and creators of human futures.15
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I thought this aptly described the current attempts to legitimize Deaf Studies. We are, 

after all, a linguistic-cultural community and we do have the capacity to resynthesize 

what we have been socialized into believing is our status in society. What then was it 

that caused us to see differently from the majority that has for many years attempted to 

describe us? Hardiman and Jackson’s Racial Identity Development Theory model sug-

gests that there are fi ve stages, which are as follows:

 • Naïve/No Consciousness: unaware of the rewards and sanctions associated with 

membership in a racial group and with breaking the rules of one’s racial group.

 • Passive/Active Acceptance: person unaware of own outlook, then when person 

becomes aware, moves into Active Acceptance where person is conscious of bi-

ases and perpetuation of racial stratifi cation occurs.

 • Resistance: in this stage person focuses on understanding and resisting the exis-

tence of racism and its manifestations (begins to question the status quo).

 • Redefi nition: redefi ning own racial group’s history and culture.

 • Internalization: occurs when people look to internalize a new sense of racial iden-

tity not based on or in reaction to the assumptions and functions of racism.16

Could this model be used to discuss identity development in deaf children? I believe 

it is possible. Wing and Rifkin suggest that we all look at the world through the lens of 

one of the stages of identity development.17 A hearing person with little or no experi-

ence or knowledge about deafness is probably very likely to begin with the Naïve stage; 

then when he/she begins to understand a little more, they may develop a sense of su-

periority and perhaps assume that a deaf person’s inability to hear automatically sug-

gests that deaf people are inferior to those who can hear. However, interaction and more 

understanding about deaf people awakens a sense of resistance to prejudice against 

deaf people, and this hearing person may begin to question assumptions. With a greater 

sense of understanding of the biases that deaf and hard-of-hearing people endure, this 

hearing person may begin the redefi nition process whereby they may realize a need to 

review society’s assumptions. William Stokoe and Harlan Lane might be useful exam-

ples. Stokoe is known to be a poor sign language user and yet it was his breakthrough 

research on sign language that basically forced a rewrite of old assumptions about sign 

languages. Dr. Harlan Lane has published powerful treatises in defense of Deaf people 

and their culture and yet he is a hearing scholar who initially had little knowledge of 

deafness until his exposure to deafness through his research in sociopsychology led to 

his redefi ning hearing views of deafness in his powerful book When the Mind Hears.

While the attempts to remove deaf people from the mosaic of humanity will con-

tinue to exist, there will also be resistance to these attempts. The Deaf community is re-

silient and has survived Alexander Graham Bell’s eugenicist movement and many other 

attempts that both preceded and followed Bell. As a resident of a democratic nation, I 

also concur that individuals have a democratic right to choose a cochlear implant or 

any other scientifi c option that may be available in order to become part of the hearing 

majority. However, I should also have the right to choose my mode of receiving infor-

mation, which is basically the function of hearing. A child with a cochlear implant will 
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receive it auditorily through artifi cial means while I could receive the same informa-

tion through a sign language interpreter or in text form. A child with a cochlear implant 

would also, like a hearing child, be required to acquire knowledge through the institu-

tions of family, school, and community. The same holds true for a black child and a deaf 

child. A black child would face barriers due to his/her race while a deaf child would face 

barriers due to his/her inability to hear. The condition of blackness and deafness per 

se should not be rationale for unequal treatment or the denial of options available in a 

democratic society.

whm : Black teachers are ill prepared to provide decent education for black children.

ld : Oh! Really? Why would this be so? I would like to remind you that until just a 

decade or two ago, black superintendents of school districts were rather rare and many 

black people believe that this was by no accident but an intentional effort by states and 

federal agencies to handicap the black community’s ability to offer top notch education 

for fear that it would contradict commonly held notions of black intellectual inferiority. 

The arguments of Thurgood Marshall’s legal team in their Supreme Court argument in 

Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education convinced the court that America had two educa-

tional systems “separate and unequal.” In regards to deliberately offering false assump-

tions of black inferiority that have been used for social engineering purposes, let me 

point you in the direction of the “pseudo-scientifi c” research done in the controversial 

publication The Bell Curve,18 which implied that there is scientifi c evidence that black 

people had intellectual defi ciencies that were genetic. While white conservatives ea-

gerly embraced the proclamations in this book, history has offered numerous examples 

that simply contradict the basic assumptions Herrnstein and Murray offer.

whm : If you are referring to the content of J. A Rogers’s book, The World’s Great Men 

of Color,19 that is revisionist bunk. Cleopatra was Macedonian for one thing and the 

Egyptian Pharaohs were of North African stock and not black sub-Saharan.

ld : Whether Cleopatra or the Pharaohs you are referring to were sub-Saharan Afri-

cans or not is moot because it still does not make them Caucasian and therefore the title 

is indeed valid. Dr. Henry Louise “Skip” Gates, of Harvard University, in a partnership 

including Microsoft, embarked on a historical journey to Africa to produce and narrate 

the documentary The Africans, and what he found and learned absolutely debunks the 

misinformation black people have been given for years.

whm : So what are you suggesting?

ld : I am suggesting that black people were deliberately miseducated. I am suggest-

ing that there was fear of the black person’s intelligence when white slavers forbid black 

people from reading and writing and those African slaves who were found to be liter-

ate had their tongues and hands dismembered. I am suggesting that this was because 

the notion of a Negro who was intellectually superior to the slaver defi nitely terrorized 

the slaver to the point of barbaric responses to this fear. I am also suggesting that even 

colonialism, evil as it was, is a good example of the debunking of this intellectual infe-

riority myth. How? British boarding schools that offered top-notch education to even 

the poorest Africans produced Africans who went on to receive advanced education in 

the fi nest European universities. How could this be possible given that this education is 
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offered in a language foreign to the native African who has to master his master’s tongue 

before conquering his master’s science? I am therefore suggesting that fear of the truth 

has paralyzed oppressive classes throughout history and encouraged these oppressors 

to invent artifi cial social structures intended to preserve a lie.

whm : Okay . . . but deaf people? Surely you must concede that it is impossible to ex-

pect them to be educable.

ld : Again, let me suggest you consider the implications of sending your children to 

a Chinese high school that does not offer English as a medium of instruction. What will 

be your children’s chances of earning superior grades in such a school? Do you believe 

that your children would master the language suffi ciently to ace the SATs and gain en-

trance to Harvard? Let’s be realistic. Now suppose a deaf child was socialized in an envi-

ronment where ASL was his/her fi rst language and this child grew up in an environment 

that provided bilingual cues (English and ASL). This child is able to express thoughts, 

communicate desires, and receive responses in a language he/she understands; would 

it be diffi cult to imagine that this child would possess normal language skills? The abil-

ity to learn to read is not dependent on the ability to hear or speak. It is dependent on 

the ability to comprehend vocabulary and grammar of a particular language, and that 

happens within the socialization environment (home and school). Attempting to force 

oralism on a child that can neither hear nor speak is the equivalent of sending your 

child into a language environment where the child is simply unable ever to articulate 

the sounds or comprehend the language. Would this make this child genetically inferior 

or would this simply imply that this child is placed in the wrong environment? By the 

way, there are already quite an impressive number of deaf graduates of Harvard Univer-

sity and several other Ivy League schools.

whm : Hhmmmmmm. Interesting point. Wait a minute, you mean deaf students 

have graduated from Ivy League schools including Harvard?

ld : I am sure you will enjoy verifying this with phone calls to Ivy League schools. 

Have fun.

The Power to Determine Our Destiny Is in the Hands of Others

I believe that if we provide top-notch early childhood, elementary, and high school ed-

ucation for all deaf children (regardless of their race and degree of hearing loss) in an 

environment where the children’s intellect is challenged from birth to completion of 

their undergraduate education, we would probably see results that would indeed dis-

prove this myth that deafness has any connection to intelligence. Corbett and Jensema 

reported that the vast majority of teachers of the deaf are white and hearing,20 so if these 

white and hearing educators are responsible for our children and they are members 

of a superior race, shouldn’t we expect them to attain superior results with our chil-

dren? Why is this not happening? What if black people and deaf people had full con-

trol of their schools on all levels? What if they had the necessary funding to ensure that 

their facilities adequately meet the academic expectations of local and state education 

boards? Are we so blinded by a “blame the victim” mentality that we refuse to consider 

the systemic factors necessary for a community to advance? I believe people, regardless 
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of race and disability, simply wish to be given a chance to learn, work, and live in peace. 

In order to seek answers to these questions, I needed to understand this phenomenon 

of institutionalized oppression. It is widely understood that “isms” are a product of the 

desire to have power over others.

Lisa Delpit describing the culture of power suggests that

Issues of power are enacted in classrooms.• 
 There are codes or rules for participating in power; that is, there is a “culture of • 

power.”

 The rules of the culture of power are a refl ection of the roles of those who have • 
the power.

 If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told explicitly • 
the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier.

Those with power are frequently least aware of—or least willing to ac-• 
knowledge—its existence. Those with less power are often most aware of its 

existence.21

I believe that deaf people, like black people, are victims of this culture of power from the 

day they step inside a school room where the educators are different from learners. It 

cannot therefore be presumed that a deaf child or a black child can enter a classroom 

with a white hearing teacher on equal terms as a hearing child or a black child since they 

are more likely to not have access to these codes or rules that determine participation 

in the culture of power. Since those who own this power are likely also to be least aware 

of it, there is little likelihood that it would be checked and, hopefully with greater con-

sciousness, redefi ned.

My friend thought about this a while and conceded that there was merit in this 

perception. “Life demands constant change and yet human nature constantly resists 

change,” he stated with what I thought was incredible foresight. It appeared this debate 

was indeed enlightening to him as much as it was to me, and I felt confi dent that there 

would be brighter days to look forward to in this world. Hopefully I had changed his ini-

tial perspectives (even if some were meant to engage me in a controversial argument) 

suffi ciently for him to become a much stronger ally in our constant struggle to over-

come racism and audism. Of course it was not lost on me that it also applied both ways. 

Deaf and hearing people must continue to revisit our own beliefs and constantly rede-

fi ne them as we gain more knowledge and understanding about the human condition 

in its many diverse forms. There are, among us Deaf people, those afraid of the rapid 

changes in society, which we feel are changing the way we live. We feel the frustration 

of closing schools for the deaf and closing of Deaf clubs. However, we sometimes take 

for granted that technology is also narrowing the gap in other ways. We do indeed fi nd 

visible examples of extraordinary progress such as the growing number of Deaf people 

holding PhDs, law degrees, and even medical degrees. Deaf people in the fast-growing 

Information Technology sector often say that technology has removed barriers in their 

workplace, and the only barriers are those who harbor bigoted attitudes to those differ-

ent from themselves.



249T H E  B U R D E N  O F  R A C I S M  A N D  A U D I S M

Kendall suggests that antibias/racism work is integral to good education for all chil-

dren. Derman-Sparks defi nes antibias as:

an active/activist approach to challenging prejudice, stereotyping, bias, and the “isms.” In a 
society in which institutional structures create and maintain sexism, racism, and handicap-
pism, it is not suffi cient to be non-biased. . . . Nor is it suffi cient to be an observer. It is neces-
sary for each individual to actively intervene, to challenge and counter the personal and insti-
tutional behaviors that perpetuate oppression.22

Conclusion

In conclusion, I would like to suggest that we continue this dialogue on racism and aud-

ism. Deaf intellectuals have for some time recognized that the liberation struggles of 

various minority groups parallel their own struggle for equity. Despite laws such as Sec-

tion 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1972 and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 

of 1989, deaf people are far from achieving equality in society, with current challenges 

to affi rmative action under the strange logic that it constitutes “reverse discrimination” 

when its sole objective is to legally ensure that qualifi ed women (of all races), people of 

color, and people with disabilities (of all races) are afforded equal opportunities to en-

roll in schools that would otherwise refuse their admission or to jobs that would other-

wise not be offered them because of their race, gender, or disability. The goals or numer-

ical targets that an institution or workplace sets up are being attacked as “quotas” when 

it is acceptable for policy makers to use statistical numbers for making policy decisions. 

It seems hypocritical that laws that were written barely thirty years ago and intended to 

remedy injustices that were enacted legally over a few centuries are suddenly consid-

ered unconstitutional because it is perceived that a certain group of people are going to 

have to reduce their privileges and power. There ought to be enough at the dinner table 

to feed everyone who has a seat. ADA is also under attack and the pending confi rma-

tion of an anti-ADA Justice for the First Circuit is perceived as threatening the civil liber-

ties of disabled people. As a black Deaf person, I have this strange feeling of having bars 

sprouting up all around me, and it is very uncomfortable. Racism and audism, like all 

isms, cause great pain, anguish, and injustice, and we must do whatever is necessary to 

fi ght this threat to human dignity.
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 15. Where Is Deaf HERstory?

A R L E N E  B L U M E N T H A L  K E L LY

One of the most effective ways  in which dominant groups maintain their 

power is by depriving the people they dominate of the knowledge of their own history.1

This is well understood by Frantz Fanon, a leader of the Algerian resistance against the 

French in the 1950s, who wrote in his Wretched of the Earth that “colonialism is not sat-

isfi ed with merely holding a people in its grip . . . but by a kind of perverted logic, it turns 

to the past of an oppressed people, and distorts, disfi gures, and destroys it.”2 Members 

of oppressed communities are frequently deprived from appreciating their own histori-

cal experiences and the glory of the actions of their own people. Because of this lack of 

appreciation, the colonized are kept powerless. Instead this glory should come alive to 

those living in the present and future in order to reduce the dominance of the others.

Women have long understood this deprivation. In 1404, Christine de Pizan, chroni-

cler of great women, wrote to bring her readers “out of the ignorance which so blinds 

your own intellect.”3 Philosophers also have long trivialized women. Christine de Pizan 

suggested that women who did not know their history were like a fi eld without a de-

fense.4 On the other hand, knowing their historical experiences allowed women to be-

come like a strongly constructed city wall.5

In the mid-nineteenth century, American women began to archive their history. 

Most notable was Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony’s six volumes of His-

tory of Woman Suffrage completed in 1881.6 Meant to be an arsenal of facts for the next 

generation of scholars, these volumes were unfortunately largely ignored. In 1933, his-

torian Mary Beard wrote that an accurate understanding of the past required an analy-

sis of women’s experiences and this analysis needed to be conducted with as much at-

tention as historians devote to the experience of men.7

Five decades later, historian Gerda Lerner suggested four stages in writing women’s 

history, each stage more complex than the last. The fi rst stage is known as “compensa-

tion history” in which historians seek stories about women who succeeded in their ac-

tions. Examples are Amelia Earhart, the solo airplane pilot in the 1930s demonstrating 

courage, and Zora Neale Hurston, an African American folklorist who brought life to 

independent black women. The next stage is “contribution history” in which women’s 

contributions to topics, issues, and themes of the day are described. For example, the 

women behind Jane Addams’s Hull House project in Chicago aided in promoting Pro-

gressive reforms of the day. The third stage of writing women’s history moves to under-

standing what actually happened, thus prompting us to rewrite our own history. For ex-

ample, we were taught in schools to believe that American slaves were given adequate 
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diets when in truth, male slaves were better fed than their female counterparts even if 

the women were pregnant. This rewriting process forces a new perspective on social re-

lations between the sexes. Finally, the fourth stage challenges Women’s Studies scholars 

to see gender as a social construction where people apply new meanings to their his-

torical experiences and live on the basis of these constructions.

This essay then challenges us to ponder how Deaf Studies can benefi t from the his-

tory of the fi eld of Women’s Studies. It is interesting to note that both fi elds emerged 

after a sense of historical consciousness was engendered. While women have been long 

aware of their “less than equal” position in society as exemplifi ed by the 1848 Wom-

an’s Suffrage convention in Seneca Falls, New York, it was not until 1960 that the fi eld 

of Women’s Studies began in San Diego.8 Likewise, while Deaf people have been long 

aware of their own historical experiences, it was not until 1965 when William C. Sto-

koe, Dorothy S. Casterline, and Carl Croneberg proclaimed American Sign Language 

(ASL) as a bona fi de language that a new sense of awareness emerged.9 Understand-

ing the intricacies within ASL brought forth pride in their own language. This aware-

ness and pride allowed a new insight into the Deaf historical experience, leading to a 

heightened sense of consciousness among Deaf people. The fi eld of Deaf Studies even-

tually emerged.10 But a plethora of questions remains to challenge both this fi eld and its 

scholars. They may be answered by exploring the feminist standpoint and epistemology 

and methodology. Will this yet new awareness remove the longstanding oversight of the 

Deaf female experience in the fi eld of Deaf Studies? What about removing dominance, 

also known as audism, still so prevalent?

The Feminist Standpoint

The fi eld of Women’s Studies has been concerned with both methodology and episte-

mology since its inception. Debates were plentiful. One of the debates led to a key point 

known as the feminist standpoint. Feminist theorist Nancy C. M. Hartsock offered that 

this standpoint, while not simply an interested or informed position, posits a duality of 

levels of reality refl ecting the relations of humans among each other and with the natu-

ral world.11 Consciousness plays a major role in developing a standpoint. Having knowl-

edge produces awareness. For example, in 1848 Marx and Engels published a treatise in

which they proposed equality across various social classes.12 Differences in wealth and 

property should not, they argued, separate people. Instead, people of all social stations 

in life should be treated equally. This concept of equality across class was later under-

stood as Marxism. Picking up on this Marxist thread, Hartsock develops the feminist 

and women standpoints, which are invariably presented in introductory Women’s Stud-

ies courses:

The “feminist standpoint” is a self-conscious perspective on self and society that arises out of 

a class (or gender) grouping’s critical awareness of itself and its location in relation to the sys-

tem it lives in. The “women’s standpoint” is that the perspective arises out of a class’s or gen-

der’s received and unanalyzed engagement with its material environment, as seen through 

the worldview of the dominant group.13
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This suggests that when women analyze their position in the society, in the world, they 

become aware of their existence as an oppressed population. This consciousness, or 

awareness, allows them to explore their historical experiences of oppression. They see 

how and by whom they were and are discriminated against. Due to these enlightened 

women’s position within the sexual division of labor and sexist oppression, they then 

have greater insights as researchers of other women.14 These women then assume a 

feminist standpoint. They see through a different lens in rewriting women’s history. On 

the other hand, there are women who, by virtue of not knowing their own history, do 

not realize that they are being oppressed or discriminated against. They accept their lot, 

thus assuming the women’s standpoint as described by Hartsock.

The feminist standpoint is further characterized by philosopher of science Sandra 

Harding.15 She argues that objectivity is maximized not by excluding social factors from 

the production of knowledge—as the Western scientifi c method has purported to do—

but precisely by “starting” the process of inquiry from an explicitly social location: the 

lived experience of those persons who have traditionally been excluded from knowl-

edge production (for example, women).16 By exploring women’s experiences as a start-

ing point, rather than as a foundation, standpoint epistemology seeks to produce a 

more generally useful body of knowledge.

Like most women, or more specifi cally feminists, many Deaf people assume duality 

in their lives. As both women and Deaf people live and study and work within the main-

stream culture, both groups also possess a certain sense of affi nity amongst themselves, 

a sense of survivorship, to succeed in life. While socioeconomic status and ethnic back-

grounds in each of the two cultures vary tremendously, there is a common group iden-

tity.17 For women, their commonality is tied to their gender. For Deaf people, the com-

monality lies in language rather than in the inability to hear. For example, most Deaf 

people prefer the company of their Deaf friends over their own hearing blood relatives 

on account of communication accessibility.18

Another dual experience shared between these two groups is a history of social dis-

crimination based on presumptions held by the mainstream society, such as lower in-

tellectual skills.19 Inability to perform on the job, as imagined by the mainstream society, 

was also seen as an obstacle for both women and Deaf people. For example, the fe-

male informants in my ethnographic research remembered being dismissed from their 

places of employment or being denied a salary raise simply because they were Deaf, 

not because they were women.20 Personally, while working as a backroom clerk at the 

Tucson Public Library, I was passed over for promotion to the front desk clerking several 

times. According to the interviewers, this happened because of my inability to use the 

telephone. Thus being deaf was an obstacle for my promotional opportunities.

The Deaf standpoint may need to be established and defi ned in order to answer re-

search questions in the fi eld of Deaf Studies. One of the primary concerns is a body of 

knowledge of and a sense of understanding about Deaf history. Does this knowledge 

exist for many Deaf people? If so, how is this achieved? In schools? From watching sto-

rytellers? How do these storytellers know Deaf history? Can we begin to say that the 

Deaf standpoint is a perspective on self and society that arises out of a minority lan-

guage grouping’s critical awareness of itself, of its language, of its history, and in relation 
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to the system in which it lives? And in contrast, is the deaf standpoint a perspective 

based on unanalyzed passivity? Is having a standpoint truly essential? We may, how-

ever, want to explore aspects of Deaf epistemologies before establishing and defi ning 

the Deaf woman standpoint. What constitutes the duality of being Deaf and female? It 

then becomes useful to look at epistemology and methodology, which can assist with 

our exploration here. Additionally, the fi eld of Deaf Studies should also be concerned 

with the production of accountable Deaf knowledge.

Epistemology and Methodology

Hartsock urges the study of epistemology and methodology in order to establish a 

standpoint.21 In addition, Sandra Harding, as cited in Liz Stanley’s “Methodology Mat-

ters,” suggests that epistemology is concerned with investigating and presenting facts 

away from other social infl uences such as masculine assumptions and ways of work-

ing.22 Social scientists Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln defi ne epistemology as a 

way of exploring how we know the world, and the relationship between the inquirer and 

the known.23 In general, it is a subdiscipline of philosophy concerned with the valida-

tion of knowledge.24 For example, in cultural anthropology, epistemology helps justify 

factual knowledge gleaned from fi eldwork, historical reconstruction, and comparative 

studies on human cultures. In short, epistemology allows us to look at knowledge and 

how much power it can engender for those being researched.

Methodology, on the other hand, focuses on how we gain knowledge about the 

world.25 It is more concerned with goals and procedures of inquiring and gaining knowl-

edge.26 In other words, it is a path to achieve an understanding of goals. British sociolo-

gist Liz Stanley encourages asking questions such as “what makes an idea ‘feminist’ or 

not?” “how can the fi eld be taken more seriously within the academy?” “why is ‘gender’ 

a concept so diffi cult to understand?” and “why are some ideas feminist, and others not 

feminist?” Methodology then becomes important because it enables asking questions 

and answering these questions.27 Methodology also enables the production of a body of 

knowledge. Methodology deals with knowledge rather than opinions and feelings.28 For 

example, it determines how our research should proceed and what the goals of inquiry 

are. Method implies systematization of procedure leading to the goal of clarity.29 Select-

ing a method to answer epistemological questions can defamiliarize the anthropologist 

of the culture being studied. Instead a new lens, or a new perspective, develops.

Epistemological and methodological concerns are common in social and behavioral 

sciences, and the humanities. Ethnography is a popular methodology in cultural an-

thropology. Participation and observation, interviews and fi eldnotes play crucial roles 

in gaining knowledge about other cultures. Often refl exive, these lead the researcher to 

understand her own culture as well as allowing an introspective look at the researcher 

as she explores the researched. Both the researcher and researched become informed of 

issues revealed in the process. Being informed can further enlighten the society at large. 

On the other hand, in sociology, symbolic interactionism links meanings to social posi-

tions or problems, explores how people negotiate their social positions in the activities 

of daily production, views the society in terms of processes rather than structures, and 
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sees how people carve out areas of autonomy.30 Women’s Studies scholars often prefer 

ethnography as one of the methodologies.

How do epistemology and methodology work for the fi eld of Deaf Studies? How do 

these two create a standpoint? This fi eld is interdisciplinary in nature, embracing but 

not limited to linguistics, history, sociology, anthropology, and literature. Each of the 

mentioned disciplines has its own epistemology and methodology, or at least a specifi c 

focus. Thus, what is epistemology for Deaf Studies? What about methodology? Can this 

fi eld adopt one? Or should it be as fl exible as its interdisciplinary nature? Should Deaf 

Studies scholars adopt whichever method fi ts their specifi c needs? How important are 

epistemology and methodology for this fi eld? If so, for whom? How about a Deaf, or a 

Deaf woman, standpoint? Do we need to develop a Deaf standpoint before we can pro-

ceed with a Deaf woman standpoint?

In addition, we need to address how the role of the Institutional Research Board 

(IRB) at most institutions of higher education can either hinder or boost the fi eld of 

Deaf Studies. The sole purpose of the IRB is to protect both the researcher and the re-

searched, and that is commendable. Yet we need to explore how their procedures are 

formulated. Traditionally, most IRB-approved research is not geared to cultural re-

search. Examples are psychology and audiology, to name a few. While historians and 

sociologists are often required to submit to IRB regulations, the questions in IRB appli-

cation forms ask about possible harmful consequences to the subject(s). Why aren’t IRB 

concerns more cultural? Perhaps it is time for a paradigm shift in this arena so that we 

can begin to have a Deaf epistemology and Deaf methodology, thus a Deaf (and Deaf 

woman) standpoint. Yet I have one more area of concern—omission of Deaf people in 

historical texts—that needs attention.

Marginalization in Historical Texts

Rarely do we fi nd mention of Deaf people, specifi cally Deaf women, in generic history 

texts. We need to now look at how marginalized people are overlooked in such texts. 

Black Studies scholar Maulana Karenga says that “History is the struggle and record of 

humans in the process of humanizing the world, i.e., shaping it in their own image and 

interests.”31 Historically, members of minority groups are overlooked in mainstream his-

torical texts. Karenga says that society often imposes limitations on the defense and de-

velopment of human life at various historical points.32 Typically the historical approach 

includes dredging up old records; providing objective, not interpretive, descriptions of 

events and/or persons; and overlooking the catalyst(s) behind events. There are tenden-

cies not to have a personal contact(s) with the biographee, and to focus on the “white 

male,” excluding members of diverse cultures. Thus because history tends to be written 

by men of wealth and leisure, the historical approach is usually from “the white gaze,” 

for example, imposing the white subjectivity on the history of African Americans.33

Most American history texts discuss slavery from the white male perspective, or 

lens. Rarely do these texts reveal exactly how life was for the slaves. Oftentimes, slaves 

are presented as passive domicile servants living in harmony with their white owners. 

We do not read about their hunger, their hardships, their being at the mercy of the slave 
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owners. In time, Black Americans, inspired by the civil rights movement in the 1960s, 

sought to bring their own images and interests to their history.

Likewise, the role of women is given minimal attention in most historical texts. They 

are often regulated to the background, in the roles of daughters, sisters, wives, or moth-

ers. Their names often appear as an afterthought. Rarely do we know about their lives. 

Archival holdings of many famous women are often listed under their husbands’ names. 

In the early 1970s, two Women’s Studies professors, Sherna Gluck and Daphne Patai, 

were frustrated by the glaring absence of women in generic historical texts and began 

to record using the oral history methodology. The research in the fi eld of Women’s Stud-

ies then became “research by, for and with women.”34 This new consciousness brought 

forth an explosion of literature on women.

But not all was rosy even then. Women’s history focused on the Caucasian popula-

tion. Classism was clearly at work here then. Feminists Audre Lorde, bell hooks, Angela 

Davis, and Patricia Hill Collins, however, lamented the absence of their black sisters in 

this fi eld of Women’s Studies, historically and theoretically.35 Their laments, presented in 

lectures and essays, moved some women including Carol Berkin and Leslie Horowitz, 

Linda Kerber and Sharon De Hart, and Sandra Opdycke to write inclusive historical ac-

counts.36 It would be fair to also say that such inclusiveness is not always evident even in 

the twenty-fi rst century. For example, cultural historian Marilyn Yalom failed to include 

Asian and African women in her research on wives.37

How can the role of historical studies help with the development of epistemology 

and methodology? As mentioned earlier, there is a dearth of mention of Deaf people in 

history texts. But for Deaf women, the dearth is even greater. Come to think of this: have 

you ever encountered Deaf people in history texts? I have not, not in mainstream aca-

demic historical textbooks. Unless you can prove me wrong. But seriously, there have 

been many famous people who were deaf and made signifi cant contributions to the 

society: music composer Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), Texan spy Erastus Deaf 

Smith (1787–1837), sociologist Harriet Martineau (1802–76), inventor Thomas Alva Edi-

son (1847–1931), astronomer Annie Jump Cannon (1863–1941), anthropologist Ruth 

Fulton Benedict (1887–1948), Girl Scout founder Juliette Gordon Low (1860–1927), to 

name a few. They were not exactly members of the Deaf community, but they were au-

diologically deaf. For example, Benedict, a classmate and colleague and possibly lover 

of Margaret Mead, studied various Native American tribes and taught at Columbia Uni-

versity. Oftentimes, their being deaf is not even mentioned.

How about other signifi cant Deaf people: educator Laurent Clerc (1785–1869), poet 

John Carlin (1813–91), writer Laura Redden Searing (1840–1923), professional baseball 

player William Hoy (1862–1961), publisher Robert Palmetto McGregor (1849–1926), ac-

tivist Fred Schreiber (1901–85), among many others? These were culturally Deaf people 

who, at one time in their lives, attended state residential schools for the Deaf and made 

signifi cant social contributions. For example, Searing, a former student at the Missouri 

School for the Deaf, was sent to cover Washington, D.C., during the Civil War, and in-

terviewed and befriended many politicians including President Abraham Lincoln and 

General Ulysses S. Grant.

Can the fi eld of Deaf Studies benefi t from the insights raised by Lorde, hooks, Davis, 
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and Collins? What can we begin to do about this absence of Deaf people in history texts? 

Whose responsibility is it? What do we do about it? What do we need to do to convince 

the mainstream academic society that many Deaf people merit a mention in such texts? 

Furthermore, what is the standpoint epistemology, if any, for the study of Deaf women? 

If we do know these standpoints, how do these overlap (or not)? We now explore the 

challenges posed by the omission of Deaf women in historical texts and materials.

Deaf HERstory?

When I began to teach the Deaf Women’s Studies course in 1997, I already knew of the 

great dearth of reading materials by, about, and for Deaf women. But I took up this chal-

lenge, not for myself but for students to become aware of this omission. What I had 

found in the way of reading materials barely scratched the surface, in comparison with 

the wealth of materials available in Women’s Studies. Ingenuity was the name of this 

game. It then became illogical to require my students to purchase several books when 

we would read just one chapter from each book. For the fi rst two course offerings, I 

compiled some articles from journals and books into a notebook and placed them on 

reserve in the university library. Unfortunately, most of these readings were outdated.

In addition to this challenge was the fact that oftentimes most of the students were 

rarely knowledgeable about Women’s History. This compelled me to focus the fi rst month 

of the course with an overview on Women’s History, starting with the 1848 Seneca Falls 

Convention. We ended this unit with a tour of the Sewall-Belmont House, which was 

the headquarters of Alice Paul’s National Woman’s Party.38 Having done this, we moved 

to explore the social role of Deaf women. Again this required creativity on account of 

scant sources. For the last two course offerings, a new addition made to the Deaf Wom-

en’s Studies curriculum, the students were required to select a book written either by or 

about a Deaf woman, review it, and discuss it in class. Their reviews were then show-

cased in a book display case at the university library, encouraging the students to want 

to read other books as reviewed by their peers.

To date, there is only one book about the history of Deaf American women by two 

Deaf women.39 While I do praise this effort, this is a less than satisfactory attempt be-

cause it is an archival work listing Deaf women with data such as birth/death dates, 

achievements, and anecdotes. It sorely lacks a theoretical framework. A more recent de-

velopment had emerged from Canada, which again is an archival listing with personal 

anecdotes.40

In 2001, upon invitation to Kentucky’s Gallaudet University Alumni Association 

chapter’s annual Gallaudet/Clerc Day celebration, I was asked to speak about Thomas 

H. Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc. Instead I decided to shift the focus to six infl uential 

Deaf women of the nineteenth century, those who lived during the Gallaudet/Clerc 

era. However, I faced many obstacles in preparing my presentation about Alice Cog-

swell (1805–30), Eliza Boardman Clerc (1792–1880), Sophia Fowler Gallaudet (1798–

1877), Alto Lowman (1869–1912), May Martin (1869–1908), and Agatha Tiegel Hanson 

(1873–1959). I was already well aware that there are very scant historical documents 

on Alice prior to her graduation from the Connecticut Asylum for the Education and 
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Instruction of Deaf and Dumb Persons (CAEIDDP) and none between her graduation 

and early death. All we know of Alice is her childhood, her few years at the Asylum, and 

her early death. Nothing is known of her six years after graduation.41 In addition, there 

are no photographs of Alice, but a silhouette that has appeared in many texts. Further-

more, we do not know much about Mrs. Cogswell, Alice’s mother, who is relegated to 

the background.

In developing this presentation, I realized that I was guilty of an archival compila-

tion of birth and death dates, and one or two lines of achievements. Most of the infor-

mation came from Holcomb and Wood’s Deaf Women. In an attempt to improve the pre-

sentation, I went to the Gallaudet University Archives to seek more information about 

these six women’s achievements. Along with the three archivists there, we could fi nd 

only their obituaries. Not much was said about their achievements beyond being stu-

dents. For example, Elizabeth and Sophia were mentioned among the earliest students 

at CAEIPPD. Additionally, the three archivists and I already knew that in 1890 May Mar-

tin suggested that Gallaudet University establish a student-run newspaper known as 

The Buff and Blue. Although her brainstorm, she was not selected as the editor-in-chief. 

Instead a man was chosen. This factual information was not even in the May Martin fi le, 

but in the Buff and Blue fi le.

Because of such scantiness in this presentation, I fl eshed it out with the history of 

the 1887 admittance of women to the college. This fi rst group of women included Ella F. 

Black (Indiana), Georgianna Elliott (Illinois),42 Anna L. Kurtz (Indiana), Hattie A. Leffl er 

(Pennsylvania), Alto May Lowman (Maryland), and Margaret Ellen Rudd (Nebraska). 

Again, the archivists and I dug into fi les, coming up somewhat empty-handed except 

that Lowman was honored as the fi rst female graduate of the college.43 Nevertheless, the 

presentation was quite a hit in Kentucky, prompting the audience into thinking about 

their Deaf foremothers who may have made social achievements or contributions. I 

also hope that there has been some action since, perhaps in the way of school or class 

projects, searching the Kentucky School for the Deaf library and archives, as well as in-

terviewing their Deaf retired employees and graduates.

Few other published works about Deaf women tend to focus on the management 

of motherhood in terms of language acquisition.44 These pieces emerged from research 

projects studying how Deaf mothers, regardless of the hearing status of their offspring, 

can be linguistic and cultural role models for hearing parents with deaf infants. For 

example, my 1995 chapter described how a Deaf mother used fi ngerspelling with her 

daughter from fi ve weeks old to four years old.45 Other journal articles and dissertations 

about Deaf women address educational, employment, and social issues.46 In addition, it 

is interesting to note that only three authors mentioned in this endnote are Deaf them-

selves: Kelly, Jauregui, and Singleton.

While there are several dissertations with Deaf women at their centerpieces, there 

are only two known ethnographic dissertations that explore directly the meaning of the 

term “gender” among Deaf women.47 Both Doe and I set out to interview a small pool 

of Deaf women to learn how they construct the social meaning of gendered terms such 

as “gender,” “sex,” “feminism,” and “patriarchy.” Doe’s informants were Canadians who 

attended Deaf residential schools. My ASL teacher-informants had various educational 
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experiences, ranging from being the only Deaf student in a public school to attending 

an oral program to having lived their entire childhood in a state residential school. One 

of the commonalities among all of my informants was graduating from Gallaudet Col-

lege.48 Yet, and in spite of the eight years’ gap in Doe’s and my works and the distant lo-

cations of research, we both reached the same conclusion: “gender,” “sex,” “feminism,” 

and “patriarchy” were not actively part of their vocabularies. Does this linguistic omis-

sion indicate a lack of historical knowledge? In addition, both groups of women identi-

fi ed themselves primarily as Deaf persons rather than Deaf women.

Additionally, not only are Deaf women or Deaf people often overlooked in main-

stream publications, but literature about them also tends to be “degendered.” That is, 

Deaf women are rarely given signifi cant space. Pedagogical research in the education of 

deaf children rarely separates the sexes. We do not know, for example, if there are dif-

ferent learning strategies for deaf girls and boys, whereas we do know this difference 

from research conducted on hearing adolescents.49 It would be interesting if researchers 

would take upon themselves to explore if there are any signifi cant differences between 

deaf girls and deaf boys. In spite of its attention to issues of marginalization and oppres-

sion by the dominant hearing culture, the fi eld of Deaf Studies has yet to include the 

study of the Deaf female experience.

New Directions?

The Deaf women’s view of themselves as Deaf persons rather than as Deaf women leads 

me to wonder if the serious absence of Deaf women, or even Deaf people, in generic 

historical texts is responsible for this perception. Had they been aware of achievements 

made by other Deaf women, especially in the late nineteenth century, would they have 

a different self-perception? How do we bring forth this awareness?

With apologies to my colleagues Lane, Hoffmeister, and Bahan who coauthored 

together, I profess much disappointment that their 1996 Journey into the Deaf-World

has only one paragraph on page 162 discussing Deaf women. Historians Van Cleve and 

Crouch have written a widely read and popular historical account of the development 

of the American Deaf community.50 I have yet to meet a Deaf Studies scholar who has 

not read this text. Still, this text was written from a hearing white male perspective. More 

recently is Wayne Coffey, which is indeed a fascinating read, however, written by a hear-

ing white man.51 As I look at my own bookshelves at home, I fi nd so few books written 

by culturally Deaf women: Padden, Holcomb and Wood, Jankowski, Brueggemann.52

Most Deaf-related historical texts on my shelves are written by hearing men: Battison, 

Winefi eld, Schuchman, Sacks, Schein, Lane, Preston, Baynton, Wrigley, Armstrong, Sto-

koe, among other books that focus on Deaf Culture as well.53 Some of the ASL teacher-

informants interviewed for my dissertation also lamented the high number of hearing 

people writing our histories.

In teaching the Deaf Women’s Studies course, I am always faced with the dilemma 

of a lack of substantial reading materials on Deaf women. How do we improve this 

sorry lacking state of literature on the Deaf female body? One idea is to encourage Deaf 

women to donate, or will, their written materials, photographs, and artwork, especially 
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journals, to the Gallaudet University Archives or their state residential school for the 

Deaf. This would encourage young Deaf Studies scholars to research and to publish to 

expand the repertoire of historical texts to be available to future generations to come.

Furthermore, curricula for most of the Introduction to Deaf Studies and Deaf Cul-

ture courses seem to be based on a white male construction. An exploration of current 

materials shows a glaring omission of the Deaf female experience. Not only is that miss-

ing, but also the diversity within the Deaf community, such as Black people, Hispanics, 

Asians, Gay/Lesbians, Native Americans, and now women. Why this omission? In other 

words, why should white hearing people, or men, care about us? Write about us? Include 

us in historical texts? How have the others been writing about us? Why are they doing 

that? What new directions should we undertake, to encourage the inclusion of the Deaf 

female experience, the Deaf experience even, in generic historical texts?

In writing this essay, I realize that I posed more questions than answers. But then I 

hope these questions bring forth more food for thought for you.
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16. Queer as Deaf: Intersections

M J  B I E N V E N U

Identity: WHAT?

C an a Deaf person identify  as Lesbian or Gay and not as Deaf? Can we be one 

or the other and not both? At the 2002 Gallaudet Culture and Language Colloquium 

panel on “Culture within Culture,” black Deaf storyteller Evon Black was asked the 

question, “Which are you fi rst: black or Deaf?” She responded, “I expected this ques-

tion. I think it is a very stupid question. There is no point in answering that.” To this, I 

thought, “It’s about time someone answers exactly that way.” I have often been asked a 

similar question, “Do you feel more Deaf or more Lesbian?” What does this mean ex-

actly? Does one identity preclude the other? From my experience, it seems one is not 

allowed to be both in the Deaf community. Perhaps this is true for other minority com-

munities, too. You must choose to be either Deaf or a Lesbian. At least this has been the 

case historically. However, the concept of Deaf L/G is beginning to emerge in the Deaf 

community.

In 1969, the Gay community at large engaged in a profound event that would even-

tually change the place of Gay men and Lesbians in society today. In New York City the 

Gay community was tired of oppression, mistreatment by police in the city, and unnec-

essary raids of the gay bars. So in 1969, they fought back in what became known as the 

Stonewall Riots. The L/G community now has a more recognized place in society, even 

though we are not always offered a place at the table. Gay men and Lesbians are still 

stigmatized, we are still victims of hate crime, and we are still not allowed to have the 

status of marriage. There is a backlash going on now with threats of a U.S. Amendment 

banning Lesbian/Gay marriages. But progress has been made. More and more jurisdic-

tions include Gay men and Lesbians in antidiscrimination laws. Gay men and Lesbians 

receive more media attention, albeit stereotyped. And, at long last a U.S. President (Bill 

Clinton) could use the word “Gay” and have it not sound dirty.

What about Deaf Lesbians/Gay men? Are we welcomed to take our place at the 

table of the Deaf community? We do not know for sure, but I’d think, no. Deaf identity 

is highly valued. To clearly assert one’s L/G identity might be to jeopardize one’s Deaf 

identity. Consequently, Deaf Gay men and Lesbians formed their own groups. One is the 

Rainbow Alliance of the Deaf, founded in 1977.1 It seems the Deaf community has been 

slow to make room at the table. It was not until 1997 that we fi nally had a Deaf Lesbian 

caucus at the Deaf Women United (DWU) conference. (There were workshops on Deaf 

Lesbians and Homophobia in previous conferences, but not a formal caucus.)
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Lest you think this accomplishment came easily, let me share a story about what 

happened in 1993. We had a special interest group for Deaf Lesbians at the DWU con-

ference in New Jersey. The conference organizers directed me to where the meeting was 

to take place. When I went there, I found the room far from all of the rooms reserved 

for other special interest groups, and the door was closed. I entered the room, leaving 

the door open, thinking it had been closed by mistake. “No, no,” they told me, I had to 

close the door because there were some Deaf women who were curious who we were 

and might spread the word. For three mornings, we met and debated (often heatedly) 

about whether to leave the door open or not. Finally, we agreed to all sit at the same 

table at the closing ceremony (and here I do mean literally amongst ourselves, not at 

the metaphoric table). The table was, as it happened, set in the middle of the large ball-

room. (There were other tables reserved for some of the special interest groups, if they 

wished.) Ours grew from two tables to three to four and fi nally, if my memory serves me 

well, about six tables, holding about fi fty or more of us. I casually observed women as 

they entered the room. Many of them asked, “Who are those tables reserved for?” Re-

ceiving the answer, it was amazing to see how quickly their hands dropped, as did their 

eye contact. Some remarked, “That many?” We were fi nally out of the closet and had a 

place at the table!

In 1995, there were two workshops on the topic of Lesbians. One was “Celebrating 

Deaf Lesbians” and the other was “Homophobia.” Both were standing room only and 

the former was closed to Lesbians only. A few questioned why non-Lesbians weren’t 

“invited,” and it was made clear to them that, because it was the fi rst time we could dis-

cuss Deaf Lesbians, we needed to have time to ourselves and express our pride without 

being stigmatized. There was no resistance to that. At that time, there were about sev-

enty Deaf Lesbians at the conference (out of 249). Then in 1997, the Deaf Lesbian cau-

cus fi nally met and proceeded to organize our fi rst Deaf Lesbian Festival in Seattle in 

1999. Of course, backlash occurred, not only from straight people, but also from many 

Deaf Gay men. Why would we want to have a festival for Deaf Lesbians only, excluding 

other Deaf people? It brings up the question again. Are we permitted to be both Deaf 

and Lesbian (Gay, black, Hispanic, etc.)? Or must we be Deaf and then something else 

secondarily? Why did Deaf Gay men feel betrayed when Deaf Lesbians had a festival of 

their own? Was it because, after all, both groups are Deaf? Did they fear their own posi-

tion would be threatened by the possibility of the community becoming smaller? Is that 

why straight Deaf people want us not to have our separate meetings, because it suppos-

edly diminishes our shared Deaf identity?

The continued presence of the Deaf Lesbian caucus and the successes of numerous 

Deaf Lesbian Festivals show we have our own community, albeit small—and fragile. The 

2003 Deaf Women United conference had no workshops nor a caucus designed for Deaf 

Lesbians. The Deaf Lesbian Festival 2004 received a much smaller group although it was 

held in Washington, D.C., which has one of the largest Deaf Lesbian communities. There 

is a need for recognition, respect, and a political movement to fi ght homophobia within 

the Deaf community. But is the Deaf L/G community willing to risk the threat of being 

labeled “less Deaf” as a result?
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Rejected Identity: Deaf

Often there are questions in addition to the question asked above. It is often questioned 

how open the Deaf community is to Deaf LGBTs, or is it not? Many Lesbians and Gay 

men fear to be stigmatized in the community of Deaf people. They value their identities 

as Deaf people and recognize quickly reactions of straight Deaf people, as illustrated in 

the following story.

At one of the conferences held in Canada sometime around the early 1990s, a group 

of us were discussing the Deaf and L/G communities when a straight Deaf person said, 

“I cannot understand why Deaf Lesbians and Gay men prefer to go to a hearing bar for 

New Year’s Eve. The Deaf club needs money and they are Deaf, but they chose the hear-

ing world. Why?” It is not that they choose the hearing world, I told her, but the comfort 

of being able to be who they are. She then added, “But I am an understanding person. 

I have nothing against them.” Another question for her: “When the clock strikes twelve 

and everybody kisses, how do you think Deaf people will react when the L/G couples 

kiss?” To that, she clenched her teeth, squinted her eyes, and shook her head. Her non-

verbal response itself was the answer to her own question. And, I am sure, to many oth-

ers who ask the same question.

Such responses are one form that homophobia takes; yet there are others, some-

times more violent actions. There were two murders at Gallaudet University in the aca-

demic year 2002–2003. Both victims were male and freshmen. Eric Plunkett of Min-

nesota was the fi rst victim killed in September and Ben Varner of Texas was found 

stabbed to death in February. A third male freshman, Joseph Mesa, was arrested for 

the murders and is now serving a life sentence in a California prison. As much as we 

hate to be reminded of the murders at the university, it is important to mention a no-

ticeable change in people’s reactions between the two murders. When Eric Plunkett, a 

Gay man who was just elected as secretary of the campus LGBT organization, was fi rst 

murdered, Deaf L/G students were terrifi ed. They immediately suspected it was a hate 

crime, especially when they found their message boards defaced with anti-Gay com-

ments. The D.C. police made a wrongful arrest in October and charged a just-out Deaf 

Gay man with the murder of Eric Plunkett. Gay students at Gallaudet refused to believe 

one of their own (a Deaf Gay man) would do it. The administrators at Gallaudet re-

sponded accordingly and called for Gay awareness and sensitivity training on campus. 

They made it clear that anti-Gay behavior is not acceptable on campus. In general, fac-

ulty, staff, and alumni of Gallaudet who are Lesbians and Gay men felt the administra-

tion’s response was professional and appropriate. Students and others on campus had 

a harder time responding to the idea of a hate crime on campus. When we speculated 

about comparing Eric, who had just come out as a Gay man, with Matthew Shepard, 

many asked who the latter was. Strangely, a hate crime would not have surprised many 

Lesbians and Gay men on campus. When Ben Varner was murdered, many wondered 

aloud if Ben was Gay. When it was “determined” (by whom, I wonder) that he wasn’t, 

right away many straight people doubted Eric’s death was Gay-related. The point here 

is even if Ben was not Gay, Eric still could have been murdered because he was Gay. 

And yet the community was all too willing to brush aside the possibility that a hate 



267Q U E E R  A S  D E A F

crime could be committed within the Deaf community. After all, aren’t we all Deaf? 

Later, after Mesa was arrested and tried, he admitted that he chose his two victims be-

cause they seemed weak to him. Through L/G eyes, it was evident that Mesa could 

have thought Ben weak because he presumed him Gay, or vice versa. But no one (in-

cluding the police) would recognize these atrocities as hate crimes because Ben wasn’t 

Gay. It seems hard for the Deaf community to accept that there is a possibility of such 

hate toward another Deaf person.

Parallel Cultures

In various workshops on the topic of American Deaf Culture, speakers would compare 

Deaf Culture with black culture. They have their own language, they have their own 

values and norms, and they hold their own traditions. It often seems safe to compare 

Deaf Culture with black culture, although many don’t agree with this. One of the com-

mon reasons is that black people acquire their values and beliefs from families, whereas 

only 10 percent of the Deaf population acquire them from their Deaf families. Nobody 

thought (or dared) to compare Deaf Culture with Gay culture until 1994. When the New 

York Times Magazine fi rst published an article suggesting that Deaf culture might par-

allel with the Gay community2 some Deaf people became upset. “We are not like Gay 

people!” said one at a Deaf bowling league. Another said, “I know, Gay was mentioned 

too often in that article, I worry people think Deaf people are the same as Gays.” Mem-

bers of both communities, Deaf and Gay, are stigmatized—and Deaf Gays are stigma-

tized within the Deaf community.

In 1998, I was asked to discuss the Deaf L/G community as a guest lecturer at one 

class meeting. Before the New York Times Magazine article, I had often discussed the 

Deaf community as it parallels to the black community. On this occasion, I decided to 

change the perspective and compare the Deaf community with the Gay community. 

This wasn’t, I admit, exactly the same as discussing the Deaf L/G community, but it was 

a step, in my opinion, toward understanding the Deaf community through the eyes of 

the Gay community. This is still a preliminary work but enough to recognize the simi-

larities between the two communities.3 As I worked on this presentation, I couldn’t help 

but think how Deaf straight people might react to this. They had already complained to 

me about being quoted and pictured in the article, even though I am known in the Deaf 

community as a Deaf Lesbian.

Making the comparisons between Deaf and Lesbian/Gay culture is one step toward 

coming out for Deaf Lesbians and Gay men, and one way to fi ght homophobia in the 

Deaf community is getting out of the closet. I was asked to present the Deaf/Gay com-

parison at a Maryland Association of the Deaf conference in 2001, and it was interesting 

to see the reactions of Deaf people at the workshop. Many began with giggles and teas-

ing each other with “you g-a-y !” in American Sign Language (ASL). In addition to the 

comparison, I also discussed homophobia. When the topic turned, participants either 

became very quiet or just looked away. It is a diffi cult topic to discuss. When audism is 

brought up, Deaf people feel anger. Audism hits home, and Deaf people understand 

the oppression, but homophobia is just “them.” Many Deaf people have argued that 
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we need to focus our energies on the fi ght against audism, without watering it down 

by addressing other ills. Truth be told though, homophobia makes many of them the 

oppressor. Not a very comfortable position, when so close to home! However, to fi ght 

homophobia and audism hand-in-hand, one needs to be educated (again and again) 

about both negative isms.

Codes in the Deaf Closet

The power that comes from names and naming is related directly to the power to defi ne 

others—individuals, races, sexes, ethnic groups. Our identities, who and what we are, 

how others see us, are greatly affected by the names we are called and the words with 

which we are labeled. The names, labels, and phrases employed to “identify” a people 

may in the end determine their survival. The word “defi ne” comes from the Latin defi nire,

meaning “to limit.” Through defi nition, we restrict, we set boundaries, we name.4

Deaf, hard-of-hearing, deaf mutes, deaf and dumb, hearing impaired, those with 

hearing loss, those who move their hands, those poor people, hearing handicapped, 

dummy, monkey-like signers, apelike, Washoe.5

Lesbians, Gays, Queers, faggots, butch dykes, homosexuals, sissies, tomboys, fairies.

Labels also hurt. There have been discussions on how to sign lesbian  and gay  and 

many found it uncomfortable. With more education and exposure, people are learning 

how to be politically correct when it comes to talking about Lesbians and/or Gay men.

A study was conducted on how we sign lesbian .6 The question seemed simple, 

“Which contact point for the sign lesbian  is the most acceptable?” As simple as it 

seemed, however, it caused great discomfort among Deaf people who were interviewed. 

Where the sign makes contact with the chin implies a person’s attitude toward Lesbian. 

It is “less homophobic” if you make contact with the tip of your index fi nger on the chin, 

as opposed to a “stronger” contact on both the index fi nger and the thumb (see Figures 

16.1 and 16.2). Choices between #gay  and the sign g_ay  (G on chin) were also surveyed. 

It seemed that the lexicalized form is the preferred choice among the Easterners, pos-

sibly because it seemed less negative.

Figure 16.1. Negative sign for lesbian. Figure 16.1. Politically correct sign for lesbian.
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There are codes used in the Gay community to indicate privately membership in 

the Gay community. The Deaf L/G community also has codes. Or at least we did. When 

I was in the closet, I saw many codes. Now that I am very out, I don’t see them anymore. 

We had golf  to mean Gay, baseball  to mean Bi, and we had this sign where one 

“pulls and wiggles” her/his ear lobe to identify as a Gay person (see Figure 16.3). Also, 

there was the use of the term green and yellow , an acronym for g-a-y  in English. 

Often our codes were not manual, but just an eye 

gaze in the direction of a person, and accompa-

nied by the yes/no question brow.

Lesbians and Gay men share numerous funny 

stories about straight people asking if we are L/G. 

One example includes a straight Deaf person fi n-

gerspelling, “a-r-e y-o-u?” I’m not sure why the 

speaker switches to English for this kind of ques-

tion, but it may be to distance the topic from the 

language of the Deaf world. Even my own Deaf 

Mom asked me in exactly that form! They seem 

unable to fi ngerspell g-a-y  or sign lesbian .

I witnessed this another time, when a Les-

bian passed away at a Deaf residential school. A Deaf male staff member was telling 

me about the memorial service. He told me that there were about “fi fty of them” in 

attendance. When I asked who the “them” was, he said, “You know what I mean.” Al-

though I did, I shook my head. He looked around, put his hand close to his waist, and 

fi ngerspelled, l-e-s-b-i-a-n-s . When I signed lesbian , it was as if I had I signed 

something very vulgar and not fi t for public viewing. He quickly asked, “Are we allowed 

to use this sign?”

Rejected Identity: LGBT

Both Deaf and L/G communities do not have much power. But decisions made regard-

ing L/G issues are made by those with more power—hearing Lesbians and Gay men. 

Even when Deaf and hearing work side by side toward empowerment on L/G issues, 

Deaf people feel like second-class citizens at Pride Days, parades, conferences, etc. It is 

clear that there is a power structure, or power hierarchy, at work.

Here’s another story. There were about fi fty Deaf people at a D.C. Pride Day festival. 

The organizers got volunteer interpreters and reserved a space for Deaf Lesbians and 

Gay men in front of the stage. The space was—no exaggeration here—about three feet 

wide by nine feet long. The interpreters were not allowed to stand on the stage because 

“they might steal attention away from the musicians and speakers,” said the members 

of the Pride committee. Instead, the interpreters were located in a spot below the stage 

right next to a colossal loud speaker. The request by Deaf attendees to put the inter-

preters on stage and make their space larger was completely ignored. Letters of com-

plaint were written to the planning committee. Lo and behold, the following year they 

had a Deaf person work on the committee. But when she suggested they might want to 

Figure 16.3. Closeted sign for gay.
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include Deaf speakers, she was told no. After all, what would Deaf speakers have to say? 

And didn’t they already have a disabled Gay person on the program?

You’ve Come a Long Way Baby—But Longer to Go . . . 

When the article on Deaf Lesbian mothers “designing” their deaf baby was printed in 

the Washington Post Magazine,7 the overwhelming response was about the audacity of 

engineering a deaf baby. That the focus wasn’t on the mothers being Lesbians was, I 

guess, indicative of the small strides made by the L/G community. This affi rms my the-

ory about which condition needs to be fi xed, in the eyes of the general public.

In 1988 I wrote a short article for TBC News8 about the label “prelingual Deaf.” One 

paragraph reads as follows:

For many years people have labeled me a pre-lingually deaf person because I was born deaf, 

meaning I was deaf before I “acquired language.” I am not alone, and I am very aware of this. 

Those who were born hearing, but became deaf at the age of fi ve or six or later are labeled 

post-lingually deaf. They are lucky: They acquired “language” before they became deaf; there-

fore, they are better adjusted to the world of language. If you look in the dictionary, you won’t 

fi nd either prelingual or postlingual, but if you look in many books on “deafness,” you will fi nd 

these terms. And while it is probably the case that such labels are being used less and less, they 

are still in the fi les of many Deaf people.

My “homosexual” condition was deleted from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual

by the American Psychological Association, but my “deafness” condition remains to be 

fi xed by numerous surgeons today.

Where do Deaf Lesbians and Gay men fi t in? In the hearing L/G community, we’ve 

not yet gained much power. We’re still relegated to the little chair at the side table for the 

kids. It remains to be seen whether we’ve been welcomed to the big table in the Deaf 

community. But there are many Deaf L/G leaders in the Deaf community who are also 

educators, artists, and activists. The most outspoken of us tend to be Deaf-of-Deaf, so 

I guess it means “If you are strong Deaf, you run less risk that your Deaf identity will be 

compromised by also being Lesbian or Gay.”

Deaf Lesbian/Gay Resources

There are minimal formal studies, if any, on the Deaf L/G community. This begs the 

question, how do so many Deaf Lesbians/Gay men allow this? What does a formal study 

mean to them? Outing themselves to the world? To the Deaf world? Being stigmatized 

again, and this time by formal studies? Personally, I’d love to teach a course on the Deaf 

L/G community, but where are my resources? It will mean I need to refer to the hearing

L/G community to bring us to a discussion on the Deaf L/G community. Do we want 

to continue to do this? Like we have done with women, with persons with disabilities, 

and with blacks/African Americans? It is about time to develop more resources for Deaf 

LGBT to help academize Deaf Studies. It is believed that there are more out Lesbians/

Gay men compared to ten to twenty years ago; therefore, there might be more written 
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documents well suited for course work. Also, each time a course on Deaf LGBT is of-

fered, students can do scholarly work, research, and more on that topic, which can be 

added to the list of references. There was, however, a reader written by Raymond Luczak 

in 1993 titled Eyes of Desire: A Deaf Gay and Lesbian Reader that can be used as a refer-

ence.9 Still, it is clearly not enough.

Conclusion

For many years, Deaf people were “trained” to be ashamed of being Deaf. It was not until 

Stokoe’s work in the 1960s that proved ASL is a language that more and more Deaf peo-

ple became proud of who they are. There are many stories about Deaf people deciding 

not to sign in public because they were ashamed and didn’t want to be stared at. Some 

queer  deaf
Parents

• Few parents of Gay/Lesbian are • Only 5–10 percent of Deaf have  
• queer • Deaf parents
• Many parents don’t accept • Many parents don’t accept
• Psychiatrist • Therapist
• Seek cure • Seek cure

Education

• Denial • Denial

Society

• Normalization • Hearingization
• Homophobia • Audism
• Epithets • Epithets
• Misconceptions (sex, sex, sex) • Misconceptions (“can’t” syndrome)
• Homosexuality • Deafness
• Acceptance/tolerance • Acceptance/tolerance
• Resistance to public identity based  • Resistance to existence of Deaf
• on community membership • culture
• Denial of self-labeling • Denial of self-labeling
• Lesbian/Gay Studies • Deaf Studies

Culture

• Denial/silence • Denial/silence
• Coming out repeatedly • Acknowledging repeatedly
• Misrepresentation (Andrew Cunanan) • Misrepresentation (H. Whitestone)
• “Passing” • Speech = more desirable
• Stereotypes (tomboys, sissies) • Stereotypes (wild, emotional)

Identity

• Defi ned by what we do (sexually) • Defi ned by speech or dB loss

Figure 16.4. Queer/Deaf similarities. Created by Kendra Smith and 

MJ Bienvenu as a class handout, Gallaudet University, 1999.
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parents (both Deaf and non-Deaf) would tell them to put down their hands and not to 

embarrass them, or not to draw attention to themselves. Most of the stories are not writ-

ten. Is it to “deny” admitting these things did happen to them? It is almost embarrassing 

to admit that one was not allowed to sign and that s/he complied with the oppressive 

commands.

Lesbians and Gay men were afraid of being out of the closet, and it was worse before 

the 1970s. It is still diffi cult for some of them to come out fully. Often those who came 

out experienced struggles with family and friends, but many of them don’t regret their 

decision to be out of the closet. To protect many closeted members of the community 

many stories and pictures were not documented and/or destroyed. This probably ex-

plains why many of their stories were not written until the 1970s.

Following is an additional story to demonstrate a fi nal example of what it is like for 

some Deaf Lesbians, even in 2004.

Deaf Lesbian Festival 2004, held in Washington, D.C. (as previously discussed in this 

chapter), turned out to be a huge success. During the closing ceremony there was a slide 

show of everybody at the festival, of various events, and everybody loved it. Some Deaf 

Lesbians asked to make copies of the slide show and additional pictures. No one asked 

questions and pictures were copied. One Deaf Lesbian told the group she would select 

some pictures and would paste them on her Web page. Still no reaction from anyone. 

That night there was a fl urry of e-mails asking that she didn’t publicize the pictures. 

Reasons given were that some were working in a deaf setting (e.g., residential school for 

the deaf, deaf service centers) and they wouldn’t want to be exposed (their word) to the 

public.

queer  deaf
Language

• Often the language of the majority • ASL, BSL, etc.

Congress

• Barney Frank, S. Gunderson,  • No Deaf Representatives
• G. Studds

Media

• Recognition • Not much after DPN, unless 
• attention is on gaining hearing
• (cochlear implants)

Age of onset

• Genetic • At birth
• Coming-out age 

Culture

• Old envy young • Young envy old

Figure 16.5. Queer/Deaf differences. Created by Kendra Smith and 

MJ Bienvenu as a class handout, Gallaudet University, 1999.
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In reference to responses from Deaf people when the New York Times articles came 

out, Kendra Smith and I did a study. We analyzed resources on American Deaf Culture 

and read articles on homophobia and racism. We then proposed that Deaf people are 

more similar to the LGBT community and came up with parallels (Figures 16.4 and 

16.5). There is a great possibility there is a crossing between the Deaf and LGBT way—

and that is sharing stories and staying safe from stigma.

Notes

 1. For information, go to the Web page of the Rainbow Alliance of the Deaf, http://www.rad.org.

 2. Andrew Solomon, “Deaf is Beautiful,” New York Times Magazine, Section 6, August 28, 1994.
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 4. Haig Bosmajian, The Language of Oppression (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1983), 

5.

 5. In 1974, I was told of a poster shown at the Central Institute for the Deaf, in St. Louis, portraying 

Washoe, the fi rst signing ape, with the caption “Do you want your child to be like him?” Unfortu-

nately, I have never seen it, but fortunately I have not heard any more about it.

 6. Mala Kleinfeld and Noni Warner, “Variation in the Deaf Community: Gay, Lesbian and Bisexual 

Signs,” in Multicultural Aspects of Sociolinguistics in Deaf Communities, ed. Ceil Lucas (Washing-

ton, D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 1996), 3–35.

 7. Liza Mundy, “A World of Their Own,” Washington Post Magazine, March 31, 2002, W22.
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founded in 1987 serving the Deaf community in areas of advocacy, bilingual education, interpre-

tation, and ASL teaching headquartered in Riverdale, Maryland. It was closed in 1994.
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 17. Do Deaf People Have a Disability?

H A R L A N  L A N E

Recently I  asked a colleague , a university professor I’ll call Archibald, whether 

he thought that Deaf people have a disability. “Of course they do,” he answered. “It’s 

common sense.” I believe that most hearing people and some Deaf people, too, would 

say the same thing. When my colleague called the conclusion common sense, he im-

plied that the meanings of the words themselves answered my question. A disability is a 

limitation of function because of an impairment. Deaf people are limited in some func-

tions because of an impairment of hearing. Therefore, Deaf people have a disability. 

That nicely closes the issue for my colleague, but it closes it too soon for us. To travel this 

issue with the commonsense meanings of the words is to travel with too much a priori 

baggage. In particular, these meanings take deaf and disability to be physical attributes 

of individuals, like their blood pressure or eye color. A great deal follows from this bio-

logical understanding of deaf and disability, including much that Deaf people fi nd hurt-

ful and inimical to their interests. I propose, therefore, to suspend common sense on 

this issue long enough to explore the concepts of deaf and disability so we can see what 

was buried in both the question and the answer.

How did the concept of disability arise and what purposes does it serve in our so-

cieties? In several of his works, the French philosopher Michel Foucault showed how 

“bodies are the battlefi eld”— that is, how political and economic forces in the history of 

the Western world have fought for control of the human body and its functions.1 By the 

eighteenth century, the Western tradition of esteeming the poor was replaced by a polit-

ical analysis of idleness that continues to the present. To make productive citizens out of 

idle burdens on the state, it was necessary to distinguish those who could not work (the 

sick and disabled) from those who would not work (beggars, vagabonds, and thieves). In 

1994 presidential aspirant Phil Gramm, a senator from Texas, confi rmed this policy ob-

jective of separating the infi rm from the indolent: “[We want able-bodied] people riding 

in the [welfare] wagon,” he said, “to get out . . . and help the rest of us pull.” The incom-

ing Speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich, agreed.2 Likewise, the British government has 

stated that the products of special education “should be productive if possible and not a 

burden on the state.”3 A 1993 Japanese law similarly aims to make people with disabili-

ties independent and thus employable.4

To reduce the numbers of those who could not work and must be given a free ride, 

the state, starting in the eighteenth century, assumed great responsibility for ensuring 

the health of the population and could even penetrate the tightly knit family unit and 

prescribe what should happen to the child’s body: hygiene, inoculation, treatments for 
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disease, and compulsory education.5  These practices are generally quite desirable, and 

they thus formed a continuing basis for the state’s claim on the control of bodies. During 

this era of the rise of modern medicine and the growing intervention of the state in the 

health of the family, the fi rst national schools for deaf people were founded. In order to 

ensure that those who could work would do so, a central purpose of those schools was to 

teach the deaf pupils a trade, removing them from their families where they were poor 

dependents and converting them into productive members of society. The deaf schools 

in Europe contained shops to teach trades such as printing, carpentry, masonry, gar-

dening, tailoring, and so on. When schools for deaf people were founded in the United 

States, they followed this model.6

With the arrival of the Industrial Revolution, much larger numbers of people were 

marginalized; machinery, buildings, and transportation were designed for the norma-

tive worker. To separate the able-bodied who could work in these settings from those 

with disabilities who could not and to regulate the health of children and adults, it was 

necessary to measure, evaluate, create hierarchies, and examine distributions about the 

norm. For example, “mental defectives” were considered able to work at simple repet-

itive tasks, provided their impairment was not too severe. Moderate hearing loss (or 

unilateral loss) was not an obstacle to most employment, but severe bilateral loss was. 

Hence the state exercised a more subtle “technology of power” that replaced the brazen 

power of the king and nobles in feudal society. The technology that has been developed 

to aid in regulating and rehabilitating includes disciplines such as medicine and sur-

gery, paramedical fi elds such as optometry and audiology, population studies and ap-

plied genetics, psychological measurement, physical anthropology, and rehabilitation 

and special education. In order to classify people as mentally handicapped, mentally ill, 

blind, deaf, lame, and so on and hence unable to work in varying degrees, the state re-

quires techniques of measurement and specialists organized into agencies for making 

those measurements. The more elaborate these special services and benefi ts are, the 

greater the need for complex measurements.7

The Social Theory of Disability maintains, then, that the category of “people with 

disabilities” arises out of the work ethic of our capitalist society: People who are not 

working legitimately are those whose disability precludes employment; they have needs 

that the rest of society should meet. All other people, such as thieves, vagabonds, and 

the lazy, are not working for reasons that are illegitimate; they have no claim on our 

social solidarity, and they should work and be self-suffi cient.8 Over seventeen million 

Americans are considered disabled for work, so it is easy to see that the construct of 

“legitimately not working because of disability” is crucially necessary in our capitalist 

society.9 Clearly, then, disabilities are not simply physical characteristics of the people 

who have them — they are not like blood pressure, for example. Social issues such as dis-

ability are constructed in particular cultures and at particular times in response to the 

efforts of interested parties. In the United States at present, we designate some forms 

of human variation as functional limitation arising from an impairment — therefore, a 

disability — whereas we consider other forms of human variation normal and not a dis-

ability at all. Thus we accept as normal human variation — and not disability — wide dif-

ferences among people in height, but we consider very short people to have a disability; 
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we accept differences in weight as normal, but gross obesity is a disability; we accept 

differences in skin color as normal variation, but we consider albinos to have a disabil-

ity. Differing degrees of alcohol consumption are not a disability, but alcoholism is. We 

all learn at different rates — that’s normal human variation — but mental retardation is a 

disability. The following are not considered disabilities in the United States today: bald-

ness, nearsightedness, halitosis, and addiction to cigarettes. Mood variation is normal, 

but we consider mania and depression as mental illnesses. An addiction to pipe smok-

ing is not a disability, but an addiction to crack smoking is. Not only is it hard to tell dis-

abilities from normal variation, but today’s disability may be tomorrow’s normal varia-

tion and vice versa. Alcoholism has gone from moral fl aw to disability. Homosexuality 

from moral fl aw to disability to minority rights. Child abuse from moral fl aw to disabil-

ity. Mild mental retardation from normal human variation to disability.

What then determines whether some form of human variation is a disability? The 

answer is — norms and the technologies of normalization. Take height, for example. 

What matters to a culture is not so much the physical attribute of so many feet or me-

ters from head to toe but rather the cultural counterparts short and tall, which are rela-

tive to a norm. People who are much shorter or taller than the average in a particular 

culture and a particular era are viewed as having a disability in that culture and era. 

That is, they are seen as having an impairment — their very short or tall stature — that 

leads to restricted functioning. Very short people cannot readily reach keyboards, ob-

jects on standard countertops, parts of machinery, and so on. Very tall people cannot fi t 

into airplanes readily, have diffi culty driving standard cars, and the like. The view that 

people with abnormal heights have a disability sets the stage for the intervention of ex-

perts — the technologies of normalization. These experts will investigate the problem, 

teach others how to do so, propose remedies, administer medical and surgical treat-

ment and rehabilitation, teach others how to do that, measure the remaining problem 

and determine eligibility for government-prescribed benefi ts, lobby government for 

those benefi ts, and so on.

Here is how the technologies of normalization have operated in the arena of height. 

In the United States and Great Britain nowadays, a large number of children are receiv-

ing injections of growth hormone, costing over $20,000 a year per child. Shortness was 

never viewed as a medical condition until the technologies of normalization came up 

with a treatment. Thus the disability did not lead to the treatment; rather, the treatment 

led to the disability. Shortness became a disability, once a treatment was available, be-

cause if doctors administered a treatment, there must be a disorder to treat. The syn-

thetic growth hormone has some nasty side effects and is expensive. Nevertheless, the 

market for it in the United States is estimated to be $350,000,000 annually and grow-

ing.10 Doctors working for Genentech, Inc., which manufactures the hormone, claim 

that the shortest 3 percent of the population needs their treatment. Ninety thousand 

children born annually make up the shortest 3 percent of the U.S. population, which 

corresponds to a potential annual market of $8–10 billion. Best of all for Genentech, 

there will always be children with this so-called impairment of growth, for no matter 

how tall our whole population becomes, there will always be a shortest 3 percent. Ac-

cording to Genentech doctors, however, treating these children is not a minor matter 
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of cosmetics: statistics show that our society is “heightist,” and short people do not get 

a fair deal.11 Thus what sustains the whole enterprise is the biologizing of a social state 

of affairs. Discrimination against short people becomes rooted in them, not us, but we 

can treat the problem they have. Thus, socially rejected difference is reifi ed as a treatable 

biological condition, and the responsibility for social inequality is shifted onto the indi-

vidual who is said to have that treatable condition. This minimizes the need for change 

in the society at large, which pleases both the public, happy to leave the problem to 

the technologies of normalization, and also the technologies themselves, which, like all 

professions, tend to be self-perpetuating and self-promoting (audiology, for example, 

is on the threshold of having its services mandated for every child born in the United 

States from here on out).

The only group that clearly doesn’t gain from the medicalization of social differ-

ence is its targets. In 1998 the British medical journal Lancet reported that short chil-

dren whose height was increased two to three inches by treatment with the synthetic 

product Somatropin received no psychological benefi ts.12 Researchers at Southampton

Hospitals in England treated seven short girls with daily injections from age eight to 

fourteen. The cost of the treatment, paid for by drug companies, worked out to $46,000 

per stimulated inch of growth — not to mention some 2,500 injections per child. A com-

parison group of short girls who did not receive the treatment was just as happy and 

well balanced as the treated girls although they were three inches shorter at age sixteen. 

The team is now repeating the investigation on short boys.13

Consider another example of a socially rejected difference reifi ed for gain, thereby 

shifting the responsibility for inequality onto the individual. In this case, the socially 

rejected differences are differences in social class and skin color. In the late 1800s Fran-

cis Galton, son of a Birmingham banker, undertook a study of wealthy British families 

like his own and found that eminence ran in such families, which he attributed to su-

perior heredity. He rejected the idea that a family with three generations of lawyers, for 

example, owed that success to superior education, family connections, and other such 

environmental explanations. Instead, much inspired by Charles Darwin’s theory of evo-

lution, Galton thought eminence to be mainly the result of biological differences in in-

telligence, the result of family heredity, and he tried to fi nd biological correlates of emi-

nence, such as head size, but was unable to. With the invention of Binet’s IQ test at the 

turn of the century, scientists such as Galton, who believed that class differences were 

the result of innate differences in intelligence, fi nally had a measure of innate ability, 

and they found widespread evidence of a correlation between IQ scores and social suc-

cess. For example, the unemployed and uneducated generally scored lower in IQ than 

people in the professions. Some modern-day scientists offer the same explanation for 

the disadvantaged condition of many blacks, attributing it to an innate defi ciency in 

black intelligence.14 To validate their claim, these scientists cite a fi fteen-point differ-

ence in black and white scores on IQ tests. However, if such a difference exists, after cor-

recting for the cultural bias in the tests, it may simply refl ect the effects of being classed 

in our society as black rather than white: it may refl ect social discrimination rather than 

heredity. Thus, a socially rejected difference — lower social class — has been reifi ed as di-

minished innate intelligence, thereby shifting the responsibility for that difference onto 

the individual and minimizing the need for social change.
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The technology of normalization organized around IQ is large indeed. IQ testing, 

especially the massive testing of two million recruits during World War I, changed psy-

chology from a largely academic subject to one that was widely respected as having 

real social utility.15 The IQ test was created by experts, administered by experts, and in-

terpreted by experts. IQ testing of nearly two million World War I recruits yielded an 

alarming result: the average white American had the mental age of a thirteen-year-old; 

black Americans scored even lower. The IQ test, with these alarming results, helped to 

lay the foundations for special education. The experts in this technology of normaliza-

tion computed a distribution around a norm and assigned those children who fell a 

specifi ed number of units below the norm to specialized institutions on the grounds 

that technology had revealed their inner defi cit, although that defi cit frequently lacked 

any outer sign. The norm was arbitrary. In fact, other IQ tests would have classed as 

normal more than half of the children labeled as morons requiring institutional care.16

The aggrandizement of the new “special education” proceeded rapidly in the following 

decades, encouraged by regular classroom teachers who were delighted with the result-

ing homogenization of their classrooms. The proportion of children enrolled in special 

education has grown a hundredfold in Finland in the last fi ve decades;17 in some states 

in Australia, it has grown fi fteenfold.18 In Great Britain, the Warnock Report, a compre-

hensive survey of special education “needs” in 1978, concluded that as many as one in 

fi ve children would need those services and called for a major expansion of the special 

education establishment.19 Thus is the majority protected from social deviation to the 

advantage of the technologies of normalization.

The technologies of normalization that developed around this particular reifi cation 

in biology of social differences — IQ — included not just research, measurement, institu-

tionalization, and rehabilitation but also eugenic measures to purge society of this un-

wanted burden. Early in this century, American psychologists found that the average in-

telligence of immigrants was declining now that their origins had shifted from northern 

to southern Europe — two out of fi ve in steerage were feebleminded, they claimed — and 

they successfully urged stricter immigration policies.20 They claimed that poorer people 

had not only lower IQ but also larger families so that over time the “bad germ plasm” 

would gain ground over the innate intelligence of the better classes. Thus, numerous 

eugenic societies sprang up in the United States and Great Britain, and many discus-

sions of proposals for improving society through selective breeding ensued. Among 

them were sterilizing the unfi t; educating the unfi t so they would agree to voluntary 

sterilization; restricting marriage among the unfi t and encouraging it among the fi t; and 

tax rebates for maternity costs and child rearing in meritorious families.21 The eugenic 

principle of selection on the basis of individual biological and mental quality was trans-

formed into a principle of racial or ethnic-group selection in immigration, and behavior 

that was outside the bounds of prevailing middle-class standards was taken as evidence 

of biological and hence hereditary lack of fi tness.22

With these refl ections and the examples of height and IQ, we are in a position now to 

characterize disability more accurately and as it turns out in quite a different way from 

its dictionary defi nition. A disability is a classifi cation of a physical, behavioral, or men-

tal difference from the norm that is attributed to biological causes in a particular culture 

in a given era, as a result of the interventions of interested parties.
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As with disability, we want to unpack the meaning of deaf and observe what the 

commonsense meaning of the word fences in and fences out. In everyday discourse, 

when we say that someone is deaf, we call on a socially constructed set of meanings. 

One of those meanings in common parlance is that deaf people lack a vital sense. An-

other meaning is that these are people whose choices are restricted. In many cultures 

when you say someone is deaf, you are understood to mean that that person can as-

pire to only a limited education and that their choices in employment will be severely 

restricted, too. In some countries, deaf is an explanation of why a child cannot go to 

school at all. In others, it is an explanation of why a child can profi t from only elemen-

tary education; in still others it explains why university studies are not possible. Even 

in the United States, with its uniquely long history of higher education for deaf people, 

sentences such as “John didn’t go to the university because he’s short” strike us as illogi-

cal, but sentences such as “John didn’t go to the university because he’s deaf” do not. 

Likewise for the world of work. Sentences of the type “Because she’s deaf, Mary couldn’t 

be a politician like her mother” do not give most Americans pause. The underlying 

meanings that these explanations refer to have been called audism.23 Like racism and 

sexism, audism insists that inherent biological factors determine individual traits and 

capacity. One of the greatest handicaps in being deaf is the reduced range of choices 

that is open to the deaf person. In many countries deaf people do not have the right to 

an education, to social services, to drive a car, to employment at the level of their skills, 

or to the free use of their language.24 The loss of choices is largely the result of the so-

cial construction of what it means to be deaf — the result of audism — rather than of any 

sensory limitation that deaf people have. In that sense, our society largely creates the 

problems of being deaf.

The widespread tendency in our society to reify in individual biology what are in fact 

social conditions — the discrimination against short people, poor people, black people, 

Southern Europeans — alerts us at once to the hidden meanings of audist claims. In 

1996 a leading American journal of ear surgery published the most extensive defense 

yet of the ethics of cochlear implant surgery on deaf children. Explaining why such sur-

gery is necessary, the authors claim that deafness is “the most disabling of disabilities,” 

that deaf children incur very high costs in education, and that deaf adults cost society a 

lot of money, too, because they need help gaining access to events and other help such 

as interpreters.25 The message is that there is a serious problem because of the devi-

ant physical makeup of the deaf child, and surgery is justifi ed. The aim of normalizing 

surgery is to reduce human variation: to reduce or eliminate not only those differences 

that cause physical suffering but also those that underpin ways of life with which the 

concerned people are happy, people such as intersexuals, conjoined twins, dwarfs, and 

Deaf people.26 Likewise blaming the child’s hearing and asserting the need for techno-

logical services, a British audiology text contends that the entire family with a deaf child 

is a family with a disability and that the disabled family requires “saturation services” 

from numerous professionals like the authors of the book.27 This is indeed claims mak-

ing, the “politics of description.” Nothing is said here of Deaf Culture, of the power and 

beauty of sign language, of the history of oppression of Deaf difference, of culturally 

Deaf people’s above-normal abilities in spatial perception and cognition,28 and so on. 
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Never is it mentioned that Deaf parents (and many hearing parents) raise Deaf children 

very well without surgery, without saturation services, and indeed without any special 

intervention.

The explanatory power of deaf is reinforced by the media. Movies and books have 

tragic deaf characters whose predicament is attributed to their being deaf. But posi-

tive images also reinforce the explanatory power of deaf. Deaf people are held up as 

admirable for having overcome or minimized their deafness. They took their deafness 

as a challenge that they successfully confronted. This image, too, reinforces the idea of 

deaf as an explanation. Both negative and positive images are emergent constructions 

of audism. What can this concept of deaf really explain? It cannot justify limited career 

choices because deaf people are found in virtually all fields. It cannot explain limited 

educational achievement because there are deaf PhDs, deaf professors, and so on. It 

cannot justify the livelihood of countless hearing professionals because, as mentioned, 

Deaf parents commonly raise Deaf children quite successfully without those profes-

sionals. The underlying idea is that mere sensory difference has vast explanatory power, 

yet it does not. The assumption that it does is reinforced by hearing politicians, doctors, 

and parents.

The stereotypes of audism are an expression of audism but not the audism itself. 

What is the source of the belief that being a deaf person entails an inherent biological 

limitation? Why is deaf associated with loss rather than difference and gain (different 

language, different culture, etc.)? I submit that it is because the society that has elabo-

rated the concept of deaf is largely hearing and conceptualizes deaf as a loss of hearing. 

Indeed, the difference in hearing of a person born deaf and one born hearing is called 

“hearing loss,” although the deaf person didn’t lose anything. The idea that sensory dif-

ference is loss is reinforced by the limitations of hearing people who lose their hearing. 

Then, too, some authors have argued that deafness cannot just be mere difference be-

cause it involves the loss of a sense that is essential for survival. They believe that our 

species has survived because of its common features, including the fi ve senses. In fact, 

the common features of our species, such as hearing, may refl ect the vicissitudes of evo-

lution eons ago, and, in any event, do not individuals with fewer common features have 

equal claim on our allegiance? Do they not have the right to value their atypical physical 

constitutions even if they were associated with less reproductive fi tness?

Deaf organizations sometimes attack the manifestations of audism. They campaign 

against mainstreaming, against cochlear implant surgery on deaf children, and against 

discrimination in employment. The activism attacks the expressions of the audist be-

liefs but not the beliefs themselves, which are part of the meaning of the word deaf (deaf 

people are lacking; they have a biological fl aw) and thus will continue to fuel oppres-

sive practices. A similar sort of analysis applies to sign language. When people say that 

sign language is primitive or they express surprise that it is not universal, they are sim-

ply unfolding the socially constructed meaning of sign language, which is, according 

to Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary, “a system of hand gestures used for communi-

cation (as by the deaf); an unsystematic method of communicating chiefl y by manual 

gestures used by people speaking different languages.” Similarly, a campaign to allow 

sign language in the classroom can encounter determined resistance because it does 
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not attack the source of the exclusion, which is the culturally constructed meaning of 

sign language.

Deaf organizations today have embraced the term Deaf, perhaps in part in the same 

“in your face” spirit that black people adopted black or that an organization of gay ac-

tivists has adopted the name Queer Nation. Some Deaf leaders try to mark the distinct 

signifi cance of cultural deafness — to set it apart from the general English usage of the 

word deaf — by capitalizing the D. The older terms for this cultural group were deaf-mute

(as in the Deaf-Mute Journal) and Silent (as in the magazine Silent Worker). These terms, 

like the capital D, made a helpful distinction. Mute or Silent people are those who, for 

the most part, do not speak. This accurately excluded from the group hearing people 

who lost their hearing but who continued to speak and did not change cultural affi lia-

tion. An advantage of mute and Silent over the capital D is that the capital D is percepti-

ble only in writing. Some culturally Deaf scholars have referred to the members of their 

culture as “the Visual People,” but that label has not made inroads against Deaf.

I have argued that, for most hearing people, the term deaf has at the core of its mean-

ing a loss, a fl aw. Now, what does deaf mean to Deaf people? Because Deaf people have 

their own language and culture, and such ideas are culturally constructed, it is not sur-

prising that different meanings, positive ones, are embedded in the term deaf in Deaf 

Culture. (If cultures dominated by hearing people value being hearing, must we not ex-

pect that cultures dominated by Deaf people value being Deaf? Indeed, is there any cul-

ture in the world that does not value the predominant physical makeup of its members?) 

According to my Deaf informants, Deaf means “like me” — one of us — in signifi cant cul-

tural ways. A Deaf person values being Deaf and possesses the other attitudes, values, 

mores, and knowledge particular to that culture. Thus, something positive lies at the 

core of the meaning of Deaf, and there is no implication of loss.

With these refl ections and examples, we are in a position to characterize deaf, as 

it applies to members of the Deaf world, in quite a different way from its dictionary 

defi nition. Deaf refers to a member of a linguistic and cultural minority with distinc-

tive mores, attitudes, and values and a distinctive physical constitution. We refer to the 

members of that culture as Deaf and to the culture itself as the Deaf world; these are 

glosses of the signs in American Sign Language (ASL) with which Deaf people refer to 

themselves and their culture, respectively. We also follow the Deaf world practice in re-

ferring to children of any age as capital-D Deaf who have, for whatever reason, the phys-

ical constitution characteristic of this minority — that is, they rely so much more on vi-

sion than on hearing that they communicate most readily, given the opportunity, in a 

natural sign language. This practice also refl ects the logic of cultural attribution in hear-

ing society, which is based on the child’s likely life trajectory given its physical makeup. 

We call children Native American, African American, Asian American, and so forth long 

before they have learned any language or culture, and we do not ask to see their parents 

before deciding on their cultural membership, so such attributions are clearly based on 

physical makeup.

Poor Archibald! Asked “Do deaf people have a disability?” he answered that com-

mon sense says they do. But now we see that, far from common sense, the question 

makes no sense. A disability is a social classifi cation in a particular culture at a particular 
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time, the outcome of a power struggle among interested parties. And we see that Deaf, 

in the context of our present concerns, refers to a distinctive culture, not to loss or in-

comprehension. Perhaps Archibald would have been wiser to answer my question, “Do 

deaf people have a disability?” by saying “I can’t answer your question because a disabil-

ity is not something you have; it’s a label you acquire.” Well, then, should Deaf people 

seek this disability label assigned to them by the technologies of normalization or at 

least acquiesce in it, or should they actively resist it?

It seems to me (but then I’m not Deaf) that there are many reasons to resist the label 

of disability. In the fi rst place, in the framework of their culture, Deaf people reject the 

suggestion that they have an impairment or a disability (the ASL sign that translates 

roughly as disability does not include being Deaf). In contrast, leaders in the disability 

rights movement say they themselves do have a disability (of course, there are excep-

tions in each group). These disability rights leaders call for ambivalence about their im-

pairment; individually they want it positively valued as a part of who they are. At the 

same time, it is the result of poverty, war, disease, or accident, so they want it negatively 

valued and support measures that reduce the incidence of the impairment.29 But the 

Deaf world is not ambivalent; its members characteristically think it is a fi ne thing to 

be Deaf and favor more of it. Unlike most expectant parents with disabilities, expectant 

Deaf parents characteristically hope to have children with whom they can share their 

language, culture, and unique experiences — that is, they hope to have Deaf children.30

So Deaf people are fundamentally unlike people who say they have disabilities, for 

to Deaf people the proposal that they have a disability “just doesn’t compute.”31 Dis-

owning the disability label would therefore be the honest thing to do. In the second 

place, consider what the disabilities rights movement seeks: above all, better medical 

care, rehabilitation services, and personal assistance services (e.g., help with personal 

hygiene, dressing, and eating).32 Deaf people do not attach particular importance to any 

of these services — no more than any other able-bodied group. Whereas the disability 

rights movement seeks independence for people with disabilities, Deaf people do not 

have any more concern with independent living than people in general. Deaf people 

cherish interdependence with other Deaf people. Whereas people with disabilities seek 

total integration into society at large, Deaf people cherish their unique identity and seek 

integration that honors their distinct language and culture. Integration of Deaf chil-

dren into hearing schools and classes is an anathema to the Deaf world. The specialized 

schools for Deaf people, especially the residential schools, were the setting in which 

most Deaf adults acquired fl uent (manual) language and socialization. Those special-

ized schools and, after graduation, the Deaf clubs with their athletic, literary, political, 

and social programs have provided most Deaf people in America, despite their having 

hearing parents, with the generational continuity that is essential for a rich culture.

So Deaf people generally do not see themselves as disabled nor do they seek what 

people who say they are disabled seek. Disowning the disability label is therefore the 

prudent thing to do because the provisions that society makes for people with disabili-

ties often do not suit the interests of Deaf people and may even run counter to them. 

Furthermore, because of the commonsense meaning of disability, when Deaf people 

embrace that label they encourage the untiring efforts of the technologies of normal-
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ization to reify in biology what are in fact social disadvantages of Deaf people. This de-

fl ects attention from the need for social reforms. Worse yet, this disability label encour-

ages the technologies of normalization in their eugenic and surgical programs aimed at 

eliminating or severely reducing the ranks of culturally Deaf people. Because the hear-

ing agenda for Deaf people is constructed on the principle that members of the Deaf 

world have a disability and because our society seeks to reduce the numbers of people 

with disabilities through preventative measures, hearing people have long sought mea-

sures that would reduce the number of Deaf people, ultimately eliminating this form 

of human variation and with it eliminating the Deaf world. The chairman of a U.S. Na-

tional Institutes of Health planning group acknowledged this in an interview with the 

New York Times: “I am dedicated to curing deafness. That puts me on a collision course 

with those who are culturally Deaf. That is interpreted as genocide of the Deaf.”33

Two measures that would reduce the numbers of Deaf people and are actively pur-

sued today in many lands are eugenics and cochlear implant surgery on young Deaf 

children. The professions that advocate such extreme measures are clearly calling on 

the commonsense understanding of deaf as disability in promoting their programs.

Hearing efforts to eugenically regulate childbearing by Deaf people have a long his-

tory. The central purpose of the large-scale oral education of Deaf children that began 

in the last century and continues today in many lands was, according to U.S. leaders, 

to discourage reproduction by Deaf people by discouraging their socializing and mar-

riage.34 This was also a central goal of the day-school movement, a goal championed 

by one of the leaders of the American eugenics movement, Alexander Graham Bell. At 

fi rst Bell saw in the oral education of Deaf people — based on speech and lipreading and 

prohibiting sign language — a means of encouraging them to marry hearing people. But 

it soon became clear that Deaf schoolmates intermarried no matter whether their resi-

dential school used ASL or spoken English. Thus, measures would be required to keep 

Deaf schoolmates apart physically so they would not marry and procreate more Deaf 

children. That meant boarding the Deaf pupils at home and instructing them in small 

classes to minimize contact among Deaf people. Bell told lawmakers that day schools 

allow “keeping deaf-mutes separated from one another as much as possible.”35 He 

warned of the dangers of Deaf congregation at the state residential schools.

Oral education and day-school classes are rather indirect methods of regulating 

Deaf childbirth. Hearing people have embarked on direct eugenics of Deaf people as 

well. The twentieth century witnessed movements in the United States and Germany, 

for example, to sterilize Deaf people by law and to encourage them to seek voluntary 

sterilization or abstain from childbearing. The legal initiative in the United States had 

limited success, but its well-publicized pursuit led untold numbers of Deaf people to 

abandon plans for marriage and reproduction or to submit to voluntary sterilization, 

and the clamor about Deaf eugenics also led untold numbers of hearing parents to have 

their Deaf children sterilized. Alexander Graham Bell, head of the Eugenics Section of 

the American Breeders Association (later the American Genetics Association), laid the 

groundwork for such efforts in his numerous statistical studies and censuses of the Deaf 

population in the United States and especially in his 1883 Memoir upon the Formation 

of a Deaf Variety of the Human Race, which he printed privately and distributed widely. 
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Moreover, he presented this broadside against Deaf Culture and Deaf intermarriage to 

the National Academy of Sciences on his election to that body, giving the false impres-

sion that it was sanctioned by the academy and was scientifi cally valid. In this memoir, 

Bell warned that “the congenital deaf-mutes of the country are increasing at a greater 

rate than the population at large; and the deaf-mute children of deaf-mutes at a greater 

rate than the congenital deaf-mute population.” Bell attributed the problem to sign 

language, which “causes the intermarriage of deaf-mutes and the propagation of their 

physical defect.”36 The Eugenics Section prepared a model sterilization law and pro-

moted it in the nation’s state legislatures; it called for sterilization of feebleminded, in-

sane, criminalistic, deaf, and other “socially unfi t” classes.37 By the time of the German 

sterilization program, some thirty states in the United States had sterilization laws in 

force. However, Bell’s lobbying efforts were unsuccessful, and none of the laws specifi -

cally included Deaf people.

The purpose of the eugenics movement with respect to Deaf people, the measures 

aimed at discouraging their socialization, intermarriage, and reproduction, was not so 

much to achieve those goals, which were largely unachievable and would be ineffective 

if achieved. After all, most Deaf children have hearing parents, as Bell well knew, so even 

if he had had his way and no Deaf adults had Deaf children that would not seriously re-

duce the numbers of Deaf children. What then was Bell’s purpose in promoting eugenic 

measures with Deaf people? I submit that it was to reinforce a certain conceptualiza-

tion or “construction” of Deaf people, one that was linked to the construction of people 

with impairments such as feeblemindedness and to a particular technology of normal-

ization — oralism — with its own authorities, legislation, institutions, and professions. 

Moreover, the eugenics campaign marked the Deaf world as an important social prob-

lem requiring expertise, one that had been previously overlooked, much to the danger 

of society. In this respect, the claims making closely paralleled the movement to awaken 

society to the dangers of mentally retarded people in our midst. As psychologists and su-

perintendents of institutions for the feebleminded stood to gain from the recognition of 

the newly discovered social problem of mild retardation, so a competent authority that 

stood to gain from the construction of Deaf people as a newly discovered menace was 

the burgeoning organization Bell had founded, the American Association to Promote 

the Teaching of Speech to the Deaf (AAPTSD). In 1969 this association, now known as 

the Alexander Graham Bell Association for the Deaf, republished Bell’s Memoir, praising 

its “perceptive insights.”38 The eugenics movement as it concerned Deaf people world-

wide has received regrettably little study.39 When National Socialism came to power in 

Germany, fully forty organizations of Deaf people in Berlin were combined into two; 

the treasuries of the original organizations were confi scated; the Jewish Deaf Associa-

tion was prohibited; and Jewish members of all other Deaf organizations were expelled. 

Teachers of Deaf students advocated adherence to the hereditary purity laws, including 

the sterilization of congenitally Deaf people. Deaf school children were required to pre-

pare family trees, and the school reported those who were congenitally Deaf or who had 

a Deaf relative to the department of health for possible sterilization. Leaders of the uni-

fi ed Deaf organization and the Deaf newspaper, themselves late-deafened, endorsed 

the sterilization campaign.40
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The German sterilization law that went into effect in 1934 provided that “Those he-

reditarily sick may be made unfruitful [sterilized] through surgical intervention. . . . The 

hereditary sick, in the sense of this law, is a person who suffers from one of the following 

diseases . . . hereditary deafness.”41 The 1933 census showed forty-fi ve thousand “deaf 

and dumb” persons in a total population of over sixty-six million. An estimated seven-

teen thousand of these Deaf Germans, a third of them minors, were sterilized. In 9 per-

cent of the cases, sterilization was accompanied by forced abortion. An additional six-

teen hundred Deaf people were exterminated in concentration camps in the 1940s; they 

were considered “useless eaters,” with lives unworthy of being lived.42 As in the United 

States, the medical profession was the certifying authority for forced sterilization. And 

as in the United States, such legislation may have been concerned more with construc-

tions of social problems and the identifi cation of competent authority than with mea-

sures for their practical resolution.

In 1992 researchers at Boston University announced that they had identifi ed the 

“genetic error” responsible for a common type of inherited deafness. The director of 

the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders [sic] called 

the fi nding a “major breakthrough that will improve diagnosis and genetic counseling 

and ultimately lead to substitution therapy or gene transfer therapy.”43 Thus a new form 

of medical eugenics applied to Deaf people was envisioned, in this case by an agency 

of the U.S. government. The primary characteristics of Deaf people with this genetic 

background are numerous Deaf relatives, sign language fl uency, facial features such as 

widely spaced eyebrows, and coloring features such as a white forelock and freckling.44

For such characteristics to be viewed not as normal human variation in physiognomy, 

coloring, and so on but as a “genetic error,” some of the common features must clearly 

be construed as signs of a disease or infi rmity. However, according to a leading medical 

geneticist, the “sole detrimental feature” of the syndrome is that some people with this 

gene are Deaf.45 Within the culture of the Deaf world, then, this cannot be a disease.

The technologies of normalization seek not only to reduce Deaf births but also to 

change the physical makeup of the Deaf child through surgery so that that child is, to 

whatever extent possible, a little more like a hearing child or, to be more accurate, like 

a child with a hearing impairment. There is consensus among ear surgeons and audi-

ologists that a child with a cochlear implant is “severely hearing-impaired,”46 and some 

comparisons with hearing-aid users even place many of them in the category of those 

with a profound hearing impairment.47

If the Deaf child has a serious disability, then surely an operation that tries to reduce 

that disability is justifi ed, even if it has limited success, even if its risks are not well un-

derstood, and even if it is very expensive. This consequence of the disability classifi ca-

tion applied to culturally Deaf children is fraught with danger for those children and 

the Deaf world. The surgery is of unproven value for the main benefi t sought, spoken 

language acquisition, while the psychological, social, and linguistic risks have not been 

assessed but appear ominous.48 Thus the surgery is innovative, but innovative surgery 

on children is unethical.49 Moreover, if there were highly effective implants — and one 

day there may well be — the ranks of the Deaf world would presumably diminish. It is 

unethical to take steps that tend to reduce the ranks of a minority culture, and it violates 
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international law,50 but the disability categorization of deaf is so intuitive here that few 

hearing people see the danger in allowing cochlear implant programs to proceed at an 

accelerating pace.

All in all, then, there are many powerful arguments in favor of Deaf people’s resisting 

the disability classifi cation that the technologies of normalization seek.51 But therein 

lies a dilemma. Government and the technologies of normalization have linked grant-

ing Deaf people their fundamental rights as citizens to their colluding in classifying 

them as people with a disability. In those countries where Deaf people can get interpret-

ers, those services are organized under a disability umbrella. In fact, able-bodied Deaf 

people in the United States and some other countries can get cash merely for agreeing 

that they are disabled and registering as such. Likewise, Deaf children can get schooling 

only under the disability classifi cation. The dilemma is that Deaf people want access 

and as citizens in a democracy have a right to access —access to public events, govern-

ment services, and education — but when they subscribe to the disability defi nition in 

order to gain access, they undermine their struggle for other rights, such as an educa-

tion for Deaf children using their best language, an end to implant surgery on those chil-

dren, and an end to efforts to discourage Deaf births in the fi rst place. The technologies 

of normalization, through extensive lobbying, have shaped those government policies

that have created this dilemma for Deaf people. With enough disincentives to change, 

Deaf people may tolerate the misclassifi cation and indeed may even appear to sup-

port it, as when they demand their rights under the Americans with Disabilities Act. The 

stronger the link between Deaf and disability, the better the prospects for the profes-

sions predicated on that link.

Yet, Deaf activism may turn things around. The constructions of numerous social 

groups are different today from what they were generations ago because of the groups’ 

activism in changing social understanding. Blacks in America are no longer prop-

erty — they are citizens. Gays and Lesbians are no longer distinguished by a defect but 

rather are seen as a minority set apart by a characteristic of their birth, like blacks and

women. Native Americans are no longer understood as savages; women are no longer 

thought to be inherently the weaker sex, whose life roles must center around child rear-

ing. Deaf people can come to be understood not as a disability group but as the pos-

sessors and protectors of a great cultural heritage, a beautiful language, numerous art 

forms, and an eloquent history. That will require Deaf people to mount a vigorous ef-

fort to oppose the claims making of the technologies of normalization. Indeed, many 

in those professions and in the social sciences and humanities would join Deaf peo-

ple in their opposition. Is an antidefamation league needed to promptly rebut such 

self-serving disparagement of Deaf people as “a catastrophe,”52 a people in need of sat-

uration services, implant surgery, and eugenic gene therapy? Is the time right for Deaf 

people to mount a major marketing effort, one that involves, for example, advertising, 

public service announcements, celebrity spots on TV, stories for the media, and a source 

of pro-Deaf information for the nation? Such an effort would target outreach to parents, 

doctors, and legislators as well as the general public, helping them to understand the 

positive value of this form of human variation. In the nineteenth century, black leader 

Frederick Douglass said this about a comparable effort for his minority: “Oh, had I the 
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ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would today pour out a fi ery stream of biting 

ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that 

is needed, but fi re; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder.”53 Unless Deaf people chal-

lenge the culturally determined meanings of deaf and disability with at least as much 

vigor as the technologies of normalization seek to institutionalize those meanings, the 

day will continue to recede in which Deaf children and adults live the fullest lives and 

make the fullest contribution to our diverse society.
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 18. Beyond Culture: Deaf Studies and the Deaf Body

D O U G L A S  C .  B AY N T O N

The concept of Deaf Culture  is fundamental to the fi eld of Deaf Studies. In re-

cent decades, the distinctive cultural attributes of the American Deaf community have 

been documented and described at length, among them a shared history, a rich liter-

ary culture, rules of etiquette and naming practices that differ from those of the larger 

hearing society, a strong tendency to marry within the group, a unique means of trans-

mitting cultural knowledge between generations, and of course a complex visual lan-

guage. In addition, like other cultural minority groups, Deaf people have established 

a variety of social, political, and economic organizations, as well as a periodical press, 

dating from the mid-nineteenth century. Perhaps most importantly, Deaf people share 

fundamental values that differ from those of the hearing Americans around them, in 

particular having  the value of American Sign Language (ASL) and the Deaf world. The 

existence of a deep, rich, and long-standing culture of American Deaf people is now be-

yond reasonable dispute.1

As important and useful as it has been, however, the concept of Deaf Culture in-

creasingly appears inadequate by itself as an explanation of the Deaf community and 

the experiences of Deaf people. For example, recent research has shown that Deaf peo-

ple process visual information differently than hearing people, and in some ways more 

effi ciently. This has complemented a growing emphasis in recent years on the central-

ity of vision to Deaf experience, with some Deaf people suggesting that they instead be 

referred to as “Seeing people” or “Visual people.”2 The statement by George Veditz that 

Deaf people “are facing not a theory but a condition, for they are fi rst, last, and all the 

time the people of the eye,” has become a popular aphorism among Deaf activists.3 Deaf 

people now often speak of “deaf eyes,” a characteristic and recognizable way Deaf peo-

ple have of using the eyes. Under an exclusively cultural model, how do we discuss such 

phenomena? What, moreover, is the implication of arguing, as Deaf people long have 

argued, that it is in the nature of deaf people to use signed languages, a view that has 

been given support by linguistic research into language acquisition and development 

among deaf children? All of these suggest that Deaf people differ from hearing people in 

physical (or, more precisely, sensory) ways that are not explained by culture.

This is not to say that sensory difference by itself is suffi cient to explain Deaf identity. 

For example, many people identify themselves as hearing impaired, hearing disabled, 

deaf, or hard of hearing who are not culturally Deaf: they do not share the values of Deaf 

people, they are not (or only partially) fl uent in the language of the community, and 
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they do not identify as Deaf and are not seen as Deaf. The cultural distinction between 

deaf and Deaf, while sometimes ambiguous, is nevertheless a crucial one.

Consider, however, another kind of outsider to Deaf identity: hearing people who 

grow up within a Deaf family, marry into the Deaf community, or for whatever reason 

immerse themselves in the Deaf world. They may be as fl uent in ASL, cognizant of Deaf 

cultural beliefs and etiquette, familiar with Deaf folklore, and involved in the social life 

of the Deaf community as any Deaf person. They may be accepted, respected, well liked, 

included in the community “as if” they were Deaf, and they may even be referred to as 

“Deaf” in certain circumstances. Yet they are recognized as not really Deaf. As Padden 

and Humphries note in Deaf in America, “Hearing children of Deaf parents represent an 

ongoing contradiction in the culture: they display the knowledge of their parents — skill 

in the language and social conduct — but the culture fi nds subtle ways to give them an 

unusual and separate status.” Cultural explanations by themselves are insuffi cient to 

explain Deaf identity.4

The cultural model also fails to adequately account for the stories Deaf people com-

monly tell of their fi rst weeks at the residential school, of feeling that they had found 

their true home. Culture cannot explain that experience, for they are not yet “Deaf” 

when they arrive. Similarly, many young deaf people grow up in oral schools or in main-

stream programs who do not encounter ASL or Deaf Culture until adulthood, yet as 

young adults (often as students at Gallaudet University) choose to learn ASL as best they 

can, to principally associate with Deaf people, and to identify themselves as culturally 

Deaf. This includes many people who were considered to be “oral successes” by their 

teachers and parents. Under a simple cultural model, this ought not to happen with 

such frequency. Children raised in the hearing world are culturally hearing, not Deaf, 

yet in large numbers choose to join the Deaf world. An explanation of why they make 

this choice must point beyond culture.

Moreover, how do we explain the strong connections that Deaf people often feel to 

other Deaf people from outside their own country, to people from very different and 

distant cultures? Deaf cultures, like hearing cultures, vary a great deal from country to 

country.5 Carol Padden is currently studying the Bedouin deaf, who are fully integrated 

in a hearing community where everyone signs, and who consequently have not created 

a distinct Deaf Culture. Yet Padden sees her research as part of Deaf Studies and of inter-

est to American Deaf people. Why should that be, if culture alone is what defi nes Deaf 

people and binds them together? Indeed, in spite of major cultural differences, Padden 

tells me that upon meeting the Bedouin deaf, she felt the same sense of commonality 

and connection that Deaf people typically feel upon meeting.6The cultural model needs 

a great deal of stretching to cover such phenomena. A more plausible and straightfor-

ward alternative is to posit that Deaf people are different from hearing people in ways 

other than cultural.

It has become standard practice in Deaf Studies to speak of the Deaf community 

as an ethnic group. While that term fi ts in many ways, in other ways it can be mislead-

ing. As Jeffrey Nash pointed out in 1987, “in conventional ethnic groups, members of 

the fi rst generation have the ethnic mother tongue as native, and . . . second and third 

generations shift from the ethnic to the dominant language.”7 In other words, ethnic 
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groups in America typically assimilate during the second and third generations. Deaf 

people do not. Nor do Deaf people tend to marry outside the group, as do second- and 

third-generation children of ethnic groups. Furthermore, ethnicity is typically an iden-

tity shared within families, while deafness is typically not. Recent research estimates 

that only about 3 percent of Deaf people have two Deaf parents. Ethnicity, then, offers 

a misleading model for the childhood experiences of 97 percent of Deaf people (and of 

that 3 percent, a majority have hearing siblings, again an experience unlike that of most 

ethnic groups).8

When I wrote my book Forbidden Signs: American Culture and the Campaign against 

Sign Language, I worked within the cultural model. One of the criticisms I encountered 

from historians who read my early drafts, however, was that I argued that deafness was 

a cultural construction while simultaneously contending that oralism was necessarily

harmful to deaf people. They pointed out to me that if deafness was truly just a cul-

tural construction, there were no grounds for taking the position that deaf people ev-

erywhere in all times needed signed language. In making that claim I was necessarily 

making a claim about the nature of deafness. In response to that criticism, I wrote the 

following in my introduction to the book:

Deafness is . . . very much a cultural construction that changes over time. But it is also a physi-
cal reality. The hearing people who have traditionally made most of the decisions concerning 
the education of deaf children can spend entire careers contented within these constructions 
of deafness, unconstrained by physical reality, but deaf people cannot. When the cultural cli-
mate of the nineteenth century changed to make sign language objectionable, hearing people 
could simply say, “Away with sign language,” and imagine that this could be accomplished. 
Deaf people could not, for they are both members of a species that by nature seeks optimal 
communication, and inhabitants of a sensory universe in which that end cannot be achieved 
by oral means alone.9

In the book’s conclusion I added that being deaf “is more than a cultural construction. It 

means most fundamentally that one occupies a different sensory world from those who 

hear, and this has certain consequences that cannot be constructed away. This physical 

reality (upon which culture works, certainly, and with which culture intertwines and 

interacts) transcends culture.”10 I did not pursue the matter any further, however. Con-

strained by the cultural model, I simply did not know what to do with these ideas. In-

creasingly, I have become convinced that if the fi eld of Deaf Studies is to progress, it 

must move beyond the culture model to talk about the body, about the signifi cance of 

living in a different sensory world.

There is an understandable resistance among Deaf people and Deaf Studies schol-

ars to focusing on the physical aspect of deafness. In the past, such a focus has meant 

defi ning deafness in terms of defect and defi ciency. It has meant talking about what 

Deaf people have in common with other disabled people, which has seemed a danger-

ous path to start down, given that most people think of disability in terms of inability, 

absence, and loss. Many Deaf people have tried to distance themselves from this image 

by distancing themselves from any notion of disability and insisting that their identity 

is based on cultural rather than physical difference from the hearing majority. They 
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explain that being Deaf is not a defect, that being Deaf offers no less rich and reward-

ing a life than being hearing, and that being Deaf is neither a pathology nor a medical 

matter. Most of us in Deaf Studies have correspondingly defi ned our work as a branch 

of ethnic studies, separate and distinct from disability studies.

However, what most people have in mind when they think of disability is a medi-

cal model (a.k.a. the functional limitations or pathological model). According to this 

model, disability is simply a physical, mental, or sensory impairment. It resides solely or 

largely in the individual with the impairment. Prevention, cure, and rehabilitation are of 

primary importance. When Deaf people say that “disabled” does not describe them, it is 

generally this model that they reject.11 It is precisely this model, however, that Disability 

Studies scholars (and disability rights activists) also reject. In recent decades they have 

advanced a social model that locates disability not in individual bodies but rather in so-

cial structures and practices that do not take account of normal human variation. Just 

as gender and race are not merely matters of bodily difference, so is disability not simply 

inherent in bodies but rather a way of interpreting human differences. People with par-

ticular physical differences from the majority are disabled by the prejudicial beliefs and 

actions of the majority. When buildings, technology, and media are designed for certain 

types of people but not others, when communication is carried out in ways accessible 

to certain types of people but not others, or when school curricula are designed for cer-

tain types of learning but not others, disability results. Disability, in short, is a product 

of oppression.12

In this, disabled people have followed a trajectory similar to other oppressed 

groups. It was once also generally accepted that the bodies of women and members 

of “inferior races” limited their capacity to participate in social and economic life. As 

Harlan Hahn has noted, “unlike other disadvantaged groups, citizens with disabilities 

have not yet fully succeeded in refuting the presumption that their subordinate status 

can be ascribed to an innate biological inferiority.” They have made considerable prog-

ress in recent years, however. People with physical differences from the majority have 

increasingly moved away from the notion that they have a disability, or are persons 

with a disability, and instead refer to themselves as disabled people to indicate its cen-

trality to their identity, and speak of “disablement” to refer to the social process of be-

coming disabled. Many people fi nd it diffi cult to understand that anyone would will-

ingly embrace the identity of “disabled person,” since disability in our culture seems 

self-evidently a personally discrediting label. Just as most hearing people simplistically 

translate “deaf” into “cannot hear,” so do most people equate disabled with unable. By 

claiming disability as an identity, however, disabled people name the oppression under 

which they live, declare solidarity with others similarly oppressed, and set themselves 

in opposition to it.13

Our bodies matter because they shape how we experience, understand, and inter-

act with the world, and because they affect how others view us. On both counts, the 

body is intensely relevant to Deaf people. The appropriate vocabulary is that of differ-

ence, however, not loss. Just as deafness brings into being new ways of using the other 

senses, so does any physical difference result in a new confi guration of abilities. Merely 



297B E Y O N D  C U L T U R E

equating disability with impairment reduces a way of life, a complex relation to the en-

vironment, and a web of social relationships and cultural meanings to a simple and 

concrete absence. It fails utterly to account for the human experience of disability. Like 

Deaf people, disabled people experience disability in terms of social relations rather 

than as personal defi ciency, and it becomes just one aspect of the world in which they 

live, in all its complexity.

This does not mean that disabled people experience no limitations, but rather that 

the experience of limitation is a universal one, not characteristic merely of a subset of 

humanity. Relative to most of the animal kingdom, after all, humans live in a fl at and 

unvariegated scent world. Their vision is severely impaired by the standards of, say, a 

hawk, and their night vision is abysmal compared to an owl or a cat. They are deaf to 

frequencies heard well by dogs, bats, whales, and elephants. They are poor swimmers, 

slow runners, and incapable of fl ight absent assistive technology. The list of abilities that 

other creatures enjoy and that humans lack is long indeed, yet somehow the human 

species manages to limp along without nursing feelings of grief or loss. The reason we 

do not consider ourselves disabled is that the term is relative to notions of normal-

ity around which we structure our societies. Radio programs do not employ frequen-

cies beyond normal human hearing, jobs do not demand the eyesight of an eagle, and 

schools do not require students to stand all day like horses without sitting. We establish 

expectations based on what is normal for the majority and design our built environ-

ment to serve that norm — and to exclude, often, any who fall outside it. Deaf people are 

disabled in the sense that they fall outside most cultures’ notions of normality and are 

on that basis denied equal access to social and economic life.

Culture

The common argument that Deaf people are a cultural and linguistic group and there-

fore are not disabled wrongly characterizes culture and disability as mutually exclusive. 

Saying that Deaf people share a culture says nothing about the usefulness or validity of 

speaking of Deaf people as disabled. The social model of disability is entirely compat-

ible with an understanding of Deaf people as a cultural minority group and, as a com-

plement to the cultural model, accounts for much about Deaf experience that the cul-

tural model cannot. Not only is it entirely possible for Deaf people to be both a distinct 

cultural group and disabled, it is necessary if Deaf and Disability Studies scholars are to 

provide a coherent account of the Deaf community.

What do we mean when we say that people “have” a culture? If there are any words 

with fi xed, defi nite, and unchanging meanings, this one is certainly not among them. 

Until fairly recently, “culture” referred to a quality acquired through education, an el-

evated and learned ability to discern the fi ner from the baser aspects of the world. It 

was acquired through cultivation. Only in the twentieth century did its current anthro-

pological meaning become prevalent, and that meaning is still by no means standard-

ized. Speaking of a culture is a shorthand way of saying that a defi ned group of people 

share certain distinctive beliefs, practices, and ways of interpreting the world that per-
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sist across generations. It refers, in essence, to what a group of people typically think (as 

expressed in language) and what they typically do.

Some have resisted the term Deaf Culture, arguing that Deaf Americans partake in 

the larger American culture and therefore constitute a subculture within it. The fl aw in 

this reasoning is that it assumes the nation-state to be the natural level on which culture 

operates, and cultures on a smaller scale to be necessarily subordinate. The concept of 

culture, however, has no necessary affi liation with the nation-state. It would make equal 

sense to speak of “Western culture,” to assume “the West” to be the level on which cul-

ture resides and national cultures as subcultures. Alternatively, one might situate “cul-

ture” on the level of region or ethnicity, and argue that modern nations are too diverse 

to claim a unitary and cohesive culture. The distinction between culture and subcul-

ture is an arbitrary one. We make the distinction as a matter of practical utility not of 

logical or natural necessity. “Culture” is variously used to describe national linguistic 

groups (even when these share languages with other, distinct national cultures), state-

less linguistic groups, supranational and subnational groups with or without shared 

languages (including movement cultures when these involve signifi cant, shared struc-

tures of thought). It has been used in these diverse ways because in each case it has 

proved useful in understanding the attributes of a given group. Describing the distinc-

tive beliefs and practices of the American Deaf community in terms of culture has been 

tremendously productive in a variety of ways, both for Deaf people themselves and for 

the academic study of their community. It is a powerful idea and therefore has, in the 

pragmatic sense, truth value. While there is still resistance to the idea of Deaf Culture in 

some quarters, it now seems to be an idea that is here to stay.14

It may also turn out to be useful to speak of a disability culture. A number of dis-

ability activists and scholars think so and have been busy developing an argument for 

it in recent years. If it helps us to understand the experience of disability and the lives 

of disabled people — if it turns out, that is, to have truth value — then the idea will have 

staying power. If it does not, if it distorts or obscures more than it clarifi es, then it will 

not. The evidence for such usefulness is not very strong yet, in my opinion, but it is still 

a relatively new idea and its proponents have not yet elaborated it to any great extent, 

so it is too early to judge. The idea of Deaf Culture, after all, took a couple of decades to 

work out and to begin to make sense to both scholars and Deaf people. And unlike Deaf 

Culture, which is understood to date in the United States from the nineteenth century, 

disability culture is usually understood as something that has emerged only in recent 

decades, in part as a movement culture.15

Whether or not the concept of disability culture turns out to have merit, the point 

here is that there is no inherent contradiction in identifying a group as both disabled 

and as a cultural group. The terms do not describe mutually exclusive states of being. 

“Disability” describes a particular kind of relationship between a majority and a mi-

nority, between socially constructed notions of normality and deviance. “Culture” de-

scribes a set of values and beliefs within a group. Saying that Deaf people share a culture 

says nothing about the usefulness or validity of speaking of Deaf people as disabled. It is 

not necessary to say that Deaf people are either a cultural group or disabled. It is entirely 

possible to be both.



299B E Y O N D  C U L T U R E

Pragmatic Considerations

Considered as a purely practical matter, what good and what harm come from Deaf peo-

ple aligning themselves with disabled people and the concept of disability? This is by no 

means a simple question. In the past, the emphasis of the disability rights movement 

on educational inclusion or mainstreaming has been a point of serious contention. Dis-

ability rights activists have increasingly come to understand and respect the Deaf po-

sition on this question, in addition to increasingly questioning the often ideologically 

rigid, one-size-fi ts-all approach of the early years of the movement. Disability Watch,

the periodic assessment of the status of disabled people in the United States published 

by Disability Rights Advocates, pointed out that while inclusion has been good for most 

disabled people, it “is proving disastrous for deaf children.” It went on to describe how 

“the Deaf community has vigorously opposed these ill-considered practices, but its co-

gent dissent has gone largely unheeded” by school authorities.16 Of course, as with any 

coalition made up of groups with diverse interests and experiences, disagreements are 

unavoidable. Still, cooperation between Deaf and disability rights groups has accom-

plished much good, most notably the Americans with Disabilities Act. The constant re-

frain heard from the Deaf community that “we are not disabled,” however, threatens to 

undermine the basis for that cooperation. Disabled and nondisabled people alike in-

creasingly respond that if Deaf people really don’t want to be considered disabled, then 

they ought not to claim the protections of that designation.

In any case, alignment with disabled people clearly holds more promise than one 

with ethnic groups. If there are differences among disabled groups, they pale in com-

parison with the distance between Deaf and other ethnic communities. Can we imag-

ine the Chinese American community agitating in favor of Deaf teachers? What rea-

son would hearing Spanish speakers have for supporting residential schools for deaf 

children? (After all, in California a majority of Hispanic-American voters recently joined 

other citizens in voting to end bilingual education.) In battling the resurgence of eu-

genics, are disabled people or Cuban Americans going to be more steadfast allies? Who 

have been powerful allies of Deaf people in the past, ethnic Americans or disabled 

Americans?

If the disability model tends to have a bias toward assimilation, contrary to the in-

terests of the Deaf community, the ethnic model in the United States does as well, but 

without accommodations for physical differences from the majority. The rights and ser-

vices that Deaf people demand are of the kind demanded by disabled people not eth-

nic groups. Interpreters, for example, are provided to linguistic minorities in the United 

States only in a limited number of unusual situations, such as court appearances and 

medical emergencies. Those who wish to attend college or take up a profession are ex-

pected to master and use the national language. College instructors and graduate stu-

dents whose fi rst language is not English must pass an exam demonstrating their abil-

ity to make themselves clearly understood in spoken English before they are permitted 

to teach. Deaf people, on the other hand, rightly demand subsidized interpreting ser-

vices that allow them to participate in cultural, social, and economic life on an equal 

basis with hearing people. The demand for captioning and relay services is even less 
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compatible with the ethnic group model. To the extent that these services are provided, 

it is in the name of disability rights, not ethnic group rights, since no other minority re-

quests, let alone asserts a right to, such services. The principle at work in the provision 

of these services is that it is wrong to construct, for example, a phone system that serves 

some people and excludes other, or to offer a college education that is accessible to 

some but not others, merely on the basis of physical, sensory, or mental differences. As 

far as I am aware, every useful law in the United States protecting Deaf rights has been 

based on this principle, rooted in the demand for disability rights rather than in protec-

tions for ethnic minorities. Furthermore, aside from the pragmatic considerations of 

political effi cacy, the ethnic model fails conceptually even to explain the kinds of rights 

that Deaf people assert.

In the struggle to provide a decent education for deaf children, the cultural model 

also falls short, and in fact is counterproductive. Hearing parents of deaf children are 

rarely persuaded of the value of ASL by being told about Deaf Culture, and often resist 

the notion that their children ought to be part of a culture other than their own. In fact, 

they frequently express fears of “losing their children to the Deaf Culture.” More per-

suasive arguments stress the importance of ensuring linguistic input via the eyes while 

children are still very young, to achieve their fullest social and intellectual development. 

That is, it focuses on the ways in which their children’s sensory needs differ from those 

of hearing children.

The Deaf Culture model by itself has always posed a troublesome incongruity when 

used to discuss deaf children. When we speak of deaf adults who are not culturally 

Deaf, no one objects to referring to them as disabled. However, when we speak of main-

streamed deaf children in hearing families, we often speak of them as Deaf even when 

they have had no contact with Deaf Culture, in part because we think that they ought to 

be Deaf, and in part because they are likely to become Deaf at some point in the future. 

Some of them, however, will never be culturally Deaf, and it is clearly contradictory to 

speak of deaf children as Deaf, only to reclassify some of them as disabled when grown, 

when nothing substantive has changed other than their age. We are stuck with making 

this incoherent argument because, under the cultural minority model, there is no other 

logical way to assert their linguistic rights as children. To claim, however, that children 

who have no connection to or even knowledge of the Deaf community are culturally 

Deaf is unpersuasive to say the least. It is utterly unpersuasive to their hearing parents, 

who often view it as presumptuous as well as absurd, and it is intellectually implausible 

to scholars to suggest that Deaf people, unlike any others in the world, might somehow 

be born with a culture inherent within them.

An alternative that resolves the incongruity, as well as offering a more plausible 

line of argument in favor of early ASL for all deaf children, is to take seriously the tru-

ism that (in Padden and Humphries’s words), “Deaf people are both Deaf and deaf.”17

That is, Deaf people are both a cultural minority and disabled. This allows us to say 

that a deaf child is physically different from hearing children, therefore has fundamen-

tally different needs from hearing children, and therefore if denied access to effective 

bilingual education is disabled by that denial. It allows us to say, further, that both Deaf 

and hard-of-hearing persons are disabled by social practices designed to accommodate 
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only hearing people, and to demand arrangements that accommodate them as well as 

hearing people.

Indeed, those writing within the Deaf Culture model often do say that deaf children 

who are denied access to ASL and to the Deaf community by parents and schools are 

disabled by that denial.18 This is precisely in line with the social model of disability. The 

Disability Studies model would go further, however, to argue that even Deaf children 

who attend bicultural/bilingual educational programs and are fully acculturated in the 

Deaf community continue to be disabled by discriminatory practices that extend be-

yond secondary school. It is disabling to be denied equal access to television, movies, 

theater, or civic and public events. It is disabling to be denied reasonable accommoda-

tions, in higher education or on the job, such as competent interpreting services. Ac-

cording to the social model of disability, both deaf and Deaf people are disabled not 

because they do not hear, but because society is structured and everyday business is 

conducted in ways that exclude them: mass media and public services are often inac-

cessible; education is generally inferior; information in public places comes over aural 

but not visual channels; prejudice, demeaning stereotypes, and discrimination are 

widespread; and in general the hearing majority assumes a hearing norm and doesn’t 

accommodate those who deviate from it.

Thus when disability activists claim that Deaf people are in the same boat with them, 

they do not mean to suggest that Deaf people are affl icted with a defect that ought to be 

fi xed or eliminated, or that they are not whole, or that something is wrong with them, as 

Deaf people often seem to assume. Rather, they mean that Deaf people have a sensory 

difference from the majority that requires a different way of life; that the majority hear-

ing population often tries to obstruct or thwart that way of life, or at the least does not 

make reasonable accommodations for it; and that the hearing majority thereby disables 

Deaf people. It is understood that if Deaf people were to live entirely in a Deaf world 

they would not be disabled, just as it is understood that the same is true of many other 

disabled people. This way of understanding disability does not seem to contradict in 

any fundamental way how Deaf people already view themselves.

The cultural model also has had little practical relevance to the debate over coch-

lear implants. Even if all hearing people were to become convinced that Deaf people 

are “not disabled” and constituted a cultural minority, would that affect the implanting 

of deaf children? After all, minority cultures in the United States come and go without 

much fanfare. There used to be strong Italian American communities in many cities, 

for example, that have mostly disappeared. There were once thriving Scandinavian cul-

tures across the rural upper Midwest and Polish American communities in the cities. 

Asian Americans and Jewish Americans are increasingly assimilating today. A marked 

and distinct ethnic identity usually persists only to the extent that majority prejudice 

prevails over the tendency toward assimilation, as has been the case for most African 

Americans. The charge of “ethnocide” sometimes raised in the case against cochlear 

implants is not a persuasive one in the United States, for the disappearance of minor-

ity cultures — whatever opinion one may hold about this — is not only commonplace 

but has often been held up as an ideal. Not only are Americans generally unwilling to 

offer bilingual education for the purpose of preserving ethnic cultures, opposition to 
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the persistence of minority cultures is one of the main arguments deployed against bi-

lingual education, which is on the defensive and in decline across the country. If it is 

true that implants threaten Deaf Culture (which is a subject of debate within the Deaf 

community), hearing Americans seem unlikely to support the idea of preserving deaf-

ness in order to preserve Deaf Culture when they have shown no widespread concern 

for preserving other minority cultures.

Medicalization of difference is as much an issue for disabled people generally as it 

is for Deaf people. Disabled people are equally concerned about the attitudes that lead 

to excessive, risky, and often ineffective surgeries performed on children in valiant at-

tempts to restore “normal function” — for example, to enable someone to walk about 

with diffi culty, rather than modifying public spaces in ways to enable them to roll about 

with ease. The problem Deaf people face is not that they are not recognized as an eth-

nic group, but rather, as Alice Dreger has written, that in the modern West “the most 

prevalent myth is that an unusual anatomy must be considered a medical pathology.” It 

is equally a problem for deaf and all disabled people that “most children with unusual 

anatomies are born to parents who do not share the unusual trait, and so the parents’ 

reaction often involves fear, confusion, shame, guilt, and distress. . . . The parents often 

can’t imagine living ‘that’ way.”19

Like Deaf people, many disabled people see disability as central to their identity and 

have no desire whatsoever to join the nondisabled “other.”20 This is particularly true 

of those born disabled or disabled from an early age. Disabled people are in fact very 

similar to Deaf people in this way, and use similar language when they speak of dis-

ability as their norm, as something in which they have pride, as essential to their iden-

tity. The question is not so much whether one is Deaf, blind, or a wheelchair user, but 

rather whether that is an integral part of one’s identity, which is in large part a question 

of time and life stage. People who grew up with an atypical body or set of senses tend 

to see themselves as “normal” and experience little or no desire to change. Those who 

experience a dramatic change in bodily or sensory confi guration go through a period, 

some longer than others, of wishing they could return to their earlier norm, but in most 

cases this sense of inhabiting an abnormal body passes with time. As Susan Triano told 

a reporter at the 2004 International Disability Pride Parade in Chicago, “We’re trying to 

unite all people with all different kinds of disabilities to send a message that disability 

is a natural and beautiful part of human diversity. We don’t need to be cured. We don’t 

need to be fi xed. We are whole human beings just the way we are.”21

Although I have long known that disabled people routinely express satisfaction with 

their identity and way of life, I was nevertheless surprised to learn recently that only 

once in history have conjoined twins expressed a desire to be separated. Of course, par-

ents and surgeons routinely decide to surgically separate them in infancy, but when 

conjoined twins reach an age at which they can speak for themselves, they nearly al-

ways express satisfaction with their lives. Why was I surprised? Because I had imagined 

what it would be like to live such a life and concluded that it would be intolerable. That 

is the problem. Hearing people imagine what it must be like to be deaf, and envision 

a gray and lonely existence. Walking people imagine life as a wheelchair user, and see 

only limitation and constraint. Deaf people know that deafness is not deprivation, but 

imagine other disabilities much as hearing people do. Blindness looms especially large 
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in the Deaf imagination as the negation of their identity as visual people, and has been 

a felt presence in the Deaf community in the form of Usher Syndrome. John Lee Clark, 

however, writes that while Deaf people fear blindness and blind people fear deafness, 

they need not, for “we all share the same capacity for human experience. And that ca-

pacity can be fi lled in infi nite ways, from a bank of small spigots to a fewer but larger 

ones. However the reliance on senses are distributed, we all hold equal access to living 

full lives.”22

Resistance to technological normalization fl ies in the face of powerful social forces 

and is an uphill battle no matter what arguments are deployed. Nevertheless, the dis-

ability critique of the modern tendency to homogenize human experience, to regulate 

human appearance and behavior, and to lessen human variation is a broad and power-

ful argument. Claiming that implanting deaf children constitutes ethnocide is not, for 

the children who are implanted are neither culturally Deaf nor members of an ethnic 

group. As individuals, they possess no elements of a minority culture. What they do pos-

sess is a different sensory relationship to the world around them. It is the value of that

difference that is at issue. If an effective counterargument is to be constructed, it is more 

likely to be based upon the good that comes from preserving sensory and physical di-

versity rather than upon ethnic identity.

Ethnicity

The desire among Deaf people to be defi ned only by cultural and not physical differ-

ence has striking parallels with the mid-twentieth-century campaign by European im-

migrants to be redefi ned as ethnic groups. In the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies, what we now term “ethnic groups” were typically referred to as “races.” It was 

common to speak of a multiracial Europe populated by the Irish race, the Italian race, 

the Jewish race, the Slavic race, and so on. The concept of race denoted both body and 

culture, inherited and environmentally infl uenced characteristics, nature and nurture, 

which were all seen as inextricably linked. A study of immigration in 1926, for exam-

ple, identifi ed fi fty-six races of people employed in American industry. Among those 

described as distinct races were Poles, Slovaks, South Italians, North Italians, Magyars, 

Lithuanians, Croatians, French-Canadians, Hebrews, Spanish, and “native-born White 

Americans.” The study described how the “bodily form” and “shape of the skull,” as well 

as the temperament and personality, varied from race to race.23

Proponents of immigration restriction, such as Edward Ross, sociology professor at 

the University of Wisconsin, maintained that recent immigrants to the United States 

tended to be physically inferior: “South Europeans run to low stature,” he wrote. “A gang 

of Italian[s] . . . fi ling along the street present, by their dwarfi shness, a curious contrast 

to other people. The Portuguese, the Greeks, and the Syrians are, from our point of view, 

undersized. The Hebrew immigrants are very poor in physique . . . the polar opposite of 

our pioneer breed. . . . The physiognomy of certain groups unmistakably proclaims in-

feriority of type.”24 This is why restricting the immigration of these “inferior types” was 

so important to eugenicists at the time, because their “defects” were seen as inherent 

racial traits. Eugenicists stigmatized both disabled people and “inferior races” as pris-

oners of defective bodies, and sought to exclude immigrants who were “degenerate,” 
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whether due to racial characteristics or to individual disabilities. In effect, both racial 

and disabled minorities came under the purview of a medical model. From this medical 

model came increasing attacks on the liberties of disabled people and racial minorities, 

including widespread institutionalization, sterilization, and exclusion from American 

economic and social life.

A similar kind of medicalization of difference was prominent in the justifi cation of 

slavery and, after slavery’s demise, of other forms of racial oppression. For example, an 

article on the “diseases and physical peculiarities of the negro race” in the New Orleans 

Medical and Surgical Journal explained, “It is this defective hematosis, or atmospher-

ization of the blood, conjoined with a defi ciency of cerebral matter in the cranium, and 

an excess of nervous matter distributed to the organs of sensation and assimilation, that 

is the true cause of that debasement of mind, which has rendered the people of Africa 

unable to take care of themselves.”25 African Americans were assumed to become ill or 

disabled more easily than whites, especially under the stressful conditions of freedom. 

Diseases of blacks were generally attributed to “inferior organisms and constitutional 

weaknesses,” which were claimed to be among “the most pronounced race characteris-

tics of the American negro.” Women’s physical differences, as well, have been endlessly 

medicalized (to a lesser degree still are today). One of the important strategies of the 

opponents of women’s suffrage was to attribute various disabilities to women, among 

them irrationality, uncontrolled emotionality with a tendency to hysteria, and constitu-

tional weakness. The supposed tendency among “inferior races” to feeblemindedness, 

mental illness, deafness, blindness, and other disabilities has been repeatedly invoked 

in arguments for racial inequality and discriminatory immigration laws. Time and 

again, when categories of citizenship are in question, a medicalized notion of disability 

has been called upon to discredit and to stigmatize.26

European American minorities began arguing that they should be considered ethnic 

groups rather than races in the 1930s to escape the imputation of physical and biologi-

cal inferiority. Ethnicity suggested that all European Americans were members of the 

“white race,” and therefore culturally but not biologically different. The ethnicity model 

excluded African, Asian, and Native American minorities, who continued to be stigma-

tized by a medical model that associated them with disabled people: prisoners of defec-

tive bodies, degenerate by nature, and likely to pass on their defective characteristics to 

future generations. European American minorities, on the other hand, were so success-

ful at shedding the notion of race and becoming “white ethnics” that most people soon 

forgot that they had ever been considered members of different races at all.27

The claim today that disabled people differ from the nondisabled by dint of physi-

cal difference, while Deaf people differ from the hearing only by culture, mirrors the 

division of ethnicity from race. Just as the decision of European Americans early in the 

twentieth century to identify themselves as ethnic groups rather than racial groups was 

in part a political decision, and just as the identity of “white person” is in part a political 

choice, “Deaf” and “disabled” are also, at least in part, political choices. These are con-

structions of history — always contested, never settled, and always open to question. 

There is nothing timeless or “natural” about them.

This is not to argue that the idea of ethnicity is disreputable, but rather that it is a 
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construct that arose under particular historical conditions and was used for particular 

purposes. Whatever the particular origins of the concept and its problematic relation-

ship with the notion of race, ethnicity is a useful model because it provides a frame-

work for exploring the ways in which Deaf Americans have maintained distinct com-

munity institutions and have passed down, over many generations, a common history, 

language, and culture. Nor is this to say that Deaf people should not be conceptualized 

as an ethnic group, or that Deaf Studies scholars cannot learn much from Ethnic Stud-

ies (not to mention Women’s Studies, Race Studies, and Queer Studies). It is undeniable 

that the cultural/ethnic group model has been extraordinarily useful and benefi cial in 

many ways to both Deaf Studies and the Deaf community. It is nevertheless useful to 

reconsider in light of its history what purposes the model is serving today, and whether 

an exclusive reliance on the cultural model serves ends that scholars and Deaf people 

wish to pursue.

Historically Created Identities

The statement that “Deaf people are not disabled” suggests that current defi nitions of 

Deaf and disabled are natural, timeless, and universal categories. These are not fi xed 

defi nitions, however, but rather historically created and impermanent identities. Pad-

den and Humphries put the matter more accurately when they wrote in Deaf in America

that “‘disabled’ is a label that historically has not belonged to Deaf people,” but still they 

left open the question of which historical period they meant.28 My preliminary research 

suggests the possibility that the “Deaf people are not disabled” claim may be of fairly 

recent origin.

In the nineteenth century it seems to have been common to talk of Deaf people as 

disabled. Laurent Clerc, one of the founders of the American School for the Deaf, in 

an 1818 address, spoke of “the infi rmities of the bodily organization, such as deafness, 

blindness, lameness, palsy, crookedness, ugliness.” In 1835, John Burnet wrote of his 

deafness as one of the “long catalogue of infi rmities which fl esh is heir to.” He went on 

to explain that,

[Our] misfortune is not that [we] are deaf and dumb, but that others hear and speak. Were the 

established mode of communication . . . by a language addressed not to the ear, but to the eye, 

the present inferiority of the deaf would entirely vanish; but at the same time the mental and 

social conditions of the blind would be far more deplorable, and their education far more im-

practicable, than that of the deaf is now.29

This seems a perfect expression of the social model of disability, applied to deafness and 

blindness.

In 1855, John Jacob Flournoy argued that Deaf people should abandon the hearing 

world that oppressed them and establish their own state, and at the same time saw no 

contradiction in describing Deaf people as disabled. Responding to William Turner’s 

statement that a Deaf man was as unsuited to serve in a legislature as a blind man was 

to lead an army, Flournoy wrote (in his wonderful phrasing): “The old cry about the 
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incapacity of men’s minds from physical disabilities, I think it were time, now in this 

intelligent age, to explode!” He made his case by referring to great disabled military he-

roes and blind philosophers: “Have you ever heard how Muley Moloch had himself 

borne in a litter, when lamed by wounds, to the head of his legions . . . ? So much for a 

lame man. Then, as for a blind one. . . .” Flournoy described Deaf people as a distinct 

and oppressed community and as sharing a common oppression with other disabled 

people.30

Nor does it seem to have been very common for Deaf people to reject the associa-

tion with disability (at least in print) through most of the twentieth century. In Illusions 

of Equality, Bob Buchanan describes two signifi cant instances, during the 1908 battle

over the hiring of deaf people for the Civil Service, when Deaf community leaders ob-

jected to an association with disability: George Dougherty wrote that being classed in 

Civil Service regulations with “the insane, the crippled, and criminals” might prejudice 

employers against them, and George Veditz warned, “Once let the government brand 

deafness as a disability that renders us ineligible for its service, and it will not be long 

before the prejudice will spread among the employers at large.” Both of these instances, 

however, had to do specifi cally with concerns over employment discrimination rather 

than a general aversion to being thought of as disabled. The Veditz quotation is ambigu-

ous in that he does not reject the idea that deafness is a disability, but specifi cally that 

deafness is a disability that renders us ineligible for employment. The term “disability” at 

the time was often used in this more specifi c sense to refer to a trait that disqualifi ed a 

person for certain rights and privileges. Buchanan also documents occasions on which 

Deaf leaders decided against collaboration with disability groups, but while this may

suggest a rejection of the concept of disability, it does not do so necessarily. The ethnic 

group model, after all, is not weakened by the fact that Deaf people do not typically col-

laborate with other ethnic groups.31

Susan Burch, in Signs of Resistance, suggests that Deaf people began to reject the as-

sociation with disability in the early twentieth century. It is a plausible suggestion, but 

Burch provides only one signifi cant source for the claim. An editorial in the Empire State 

News, supporting a proposal for a labor bureau for deaf people and responding to an ar-

gument that it ought to serve all disabled people, asserted that “the average deaf worker 

belongs in the classifi cation of foreign-language groups rather than that of the physi-

cally handicapped.” This would appear at fi rst glance to be an endorsement of the cul-

tural model and rejection of the disability model. However, the editorial then went on 

to explain that a worker’s “deafness is sure to raise diffi culties of communication which 

may hinder his effectiveness until he becomes accustomed to the routine of work in 

that particular place. Hence, some follow-up work would be necessary in a placement 

service for the deaf. This is an additional detail which the regular service cannot han-

dle.” That is, the editorial is focused entirely on the issue of what deaf people need from 

a labor bureau, not their identity. Deaf people have employment needs that are distinct 

from those of “other handicapped groups,” the editorial continued, because “one has to 

have effective communication between the placement offi cer and the deaf applicant. 

No such diffi culty exists in the case of the blind, the crippled, and other groups, for all 

of these possess in common with the director and his assistants the great blessing of 
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combined hearing and speech, which facilitate the interview.” The point is the specifi c 

employment needs of deaf people, nothing broader. Moreover, the editorial twice refers 

to “other groups of handicapped people,” which suggests no aversion to being thought 

of as one of those groups.32

In my (admittedly not exhaustive) research so far, I have found no unambiguous 

and explicit examples of Deaf people rejecting association with disability before the 

1970s in the United States.33 While it would not be surprising to fi nd such examples, 

it does seem suggestive that I have come across no published examples so far, while I 

have found numerous examples of Deaf people who referred to themselves as disabled 

or handicapped. For example, in 1930, Albert Ballin, in The Deaf Mute Howls, referred 

to deafness as a “handicap,” as did Thomas Ulmer, a Deaf contributor to the American 

Annals of the Deaf, in 1945. In 1941, Tom Anderson, then president of the National As-

sociation of the Deaf (NAD), urged President Roosevelt to “give handicapped persons a 

break in working for the defense program,” by which he clearly meant to include Deaf 

people. He was quoted in a New York Times opinion column by a disabled man writing 

in favor of greater employment opportunities for disabled people, and in 1942 the Em-

pire State News approvingly reprinted that piece. The president of the California Asso-

ciation of the Deaf, Toivo Lindholm, in 1953 referred to Deaf people as handicapped. In 

1970, NAD president Frederick Schreiber wrote of Deaf people having a “disability.” In 

1974, in his book A Deaf Adult Speaks Out, Leo Jacobs described Deaf people as a minor-

ity group and simultaneously as people who have a “handicap.”34

Clearly more careful research than what I have done here is needed. The history 

of Deaf people’s relationship with the concept of disability is no doubt far more com-

plex than I am able to describe in this essay. However, if these preliminary fi ndings are 

borne out, it is possible that the argument that Deaf people are not disabled came to 

prominence alongside the Deaf rights movement and the rise of the culture model in 

the 1970s and 1980s. If so, the claim that Deaf people have long rejected identifi cation 

as disabled might be an example of an “invented tradition,” a common phenomenon 

in all cultures but particularly those reacting to rapid change. Historians have become 

increasingly interested in recent years in the ways that societies seek to reinforce the le-

gitimacy of their values by projecting their origins back in time and defending them as 

long-standing cultural traditions.35

The rejection of disability since the 1970s seems mainly intended as a refutation 

of the demeaning focus on deafness as defect. In their desire to avoid the focus on the 

ear to the exclusion of all other aspects of Deaf experience, and to emphasize the le-

gitimacy of their culture, Deaf people increasingly denied that physical difference had 

any significance in the formation of Deaf identity. Just as early ASL studies downplayed 

the importance of fi ngerspelling, iconicity, and any other element that seemed to make 

signed languages less like “true languages” (that is, conforming to defi nitions and stan-

dards derived from the study of spoken language), so also did early Deaf Studies deny 

the importance of sensory difference in order to emphasize the cultural aspect of Deaf 

identity. Just as it was thought that a “true language” would not rely on iconicity or the 

spelling of borrowed words, a “true culture” could have nothing to do with physical 

difference. However, just as ASL scholars now have enough confi dence to explore the 
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signifi cant place of iconicity and fi ngerspelling in the language, so too has Deaf Stud-

ies begun pointing toward the signifi cance of physical difference in defi ning the Deaf 

community.

Conclusion

Nothing I have written here should be construed as an argument against the cultural 

model. It has been and continues to be a powerful tool in Deaf Studies, as well as in the 

struggle for Deaf rights and community pride. Ethnicity is a crucial concept because it 

provides a framework for exploring the ways in which Deaf Americans have maintained 

distinct community institutions and have passed down, over many generations, a com-

mon history, language, and culture. As Ella Mae Lentz recently pointed out to me, it may 

also more closely refl ect the way in which Deaf people experience their relationships 

with hearing people. When encountering a nonsigner, she maintained, a Deaf person 

does not think, “I cannot hear and therefore cannot communicate with this person,” but 

rather, “Our languages are different and therefore we cannot communicate with each 

other.” In this way, the Deaf individual’s experience is that of a linguistic minority.

However, the social model of disability can account for much that the cultural 

model cannot. The disability model allows us to explore how sensory differences be-

tween hearing and deaf people shape their worlds, as well as how the concept of nor-

mality shapes both hearing people’s attitudes toward Deaf people and the development 

of Deaf children’s sense of identity. It provides an explanatory context for the medical-

ization of deafness, and a theoretical framework for the argument that Deaf people are 

not disabled by hearing impairment, but rather by the oppression of difference. It pro-

vides powerful arguments for ASL in Deaf education. It shows us that the response of 

hearing people to deafness is not unique but rather part of a larger response to disabil-

ity. It makes sense of the fact that Veditz wrote not that Deaf people were people of sign 

language, but that they were people of the eye.

Moreover, the disability model should not pose a threat to Deaf people’s sense of 

identity any more than does the ethnic model. After all, until fairly recently most Deaf 

people would have strongly objected to being identifi ed with ethnicity. Once Deaf peo-

ple in the 1970s and 1980s began to identify themselves as an ethnic group, they felt 

no less Deaf than they had before, and they felt no compulsion to merge their identi-

ties with Vietnamese Americans, Italian Americans, or other ethnic groups. Deaf Ameri-

cans (or for that matter Chinese Americans) are not expected to feel a close affi nity for 

Cuban Americans just because, for purposes of explaining their experiences as minori-

ties, we describe both as ethnic groups. The same holds true for disability. Deaf people 

will doubtless always feel far more affi nity for other Deaf people than for other disabled 

people (or for other ethnic groups). It is not a question about identity but rather about 

the need for a coherent category of analysis for scholars, for a unifi ed, broad-based 

movement for effective activism, and for explanations that the general public, in par-

ticular the parents of deaf children, can fi nd both plausible and persuasive.

Most groups who now identify themselves as disabled have done so only recently. 

Blind people in particular long resisted both the label and association with the larger 
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universe of disabled people. People with mental disabilities and those with physical dis-

abilities have long had an uneasy relationship. Those with acquired disabilities, such as 

disabled war veterans, often have resisted association with people who have lifelong 

disabilities. The tendency of those with lesser stigmatized disabilities to distance them-

selves from those with more highly stigmatized disabilities is a common phenomenon. 

Throughout American history, disabled people have been more likely to identify them-

selves in terms of a specifi c group than as disabled.

Only recently has the identity of “disabled person” been widely embraced. This is in 

part a conscious political decision, in part the product of a new consciousness of shared 

experience, and in good part due to increasing awareness of the social model of dis-

ability. It was once common to hear wheelchair users say, “Just because I use a wheel-

chair doesn’t mean you should treat me like I’m retarded.” Today it is more common 

to hear something like, “Nobody, regardless of their disability, should be treated that 

way.” Some disabled people are far more vulnerable to discrimination, institutional-

ization, and eugenic assault than others, but a tenet of disability solidarity is that those 

less threatened should not abandon the more vulnerable. Disabled people differ sig-

nifi cantly from one another, but they share common experiences resisting the medi-

calization of their identity, coping with inferior “special” education, fighting for auton-

omy and self-determination — in short, they share a common experience of oppression 

and of struggle against it. Thus, sharing a common oppression, they have undertaken to 

forge a common liberation.

Indeed, one of the remarkable aspects of the pan–disability rights movement is its 

ability to bring together diverse groups of people into common action. It is a fractious 

coalition, riven by identity politics and confl icting agendas to be sure. Nevertheless, 

its very existence and dramatic growth is testament to a powerful idea — that the goal 

ought not to be for any one group to fi nd liberation for itself, in effect merely reshuffl ing 

the deck, but rather to resist and disrupt the systematic translation of difference into 

structures of privilege and oppression.
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 19. Postdeafness

L E N N A R D  J .  DAV I S

Are Deaf people handicapped?  Impaired? Disabled? A race? An ethnic group? 

A minority? These are questions posed in an ongoing way by both Deaf people them-

selves and by the hearing world. A brief history of the context of these labels might be in 

order. Before the eighteenth century, prelingually deaf people were widely regarded in 

a category that included madmen, lunatics, and idiots — that is, people who were seen 

as having lost their senses or wits. In this sense, particularly as “mute” people, they had 

the status of children or animals. In Catholic countries they were thus treated as people 

who could not receive the sacraments and legally as people who were not responsible 

for their actions. In this sense, they were constructed as lesser people, childlike, and 

without the full rights of citizens.

In the eighteenth century, schools for the deaf began to fl ourish and with the at-

tempt to universalize local sign language dialects into national and transnational lan-

guages, deaf people were able to participate in the public and civil sphere. With the no-

tion of universal rights endowed by a creator, deaf people were increasingly allowed 

by a hearing majority to partake in citizenship and the rights that it conveyed and in 

religion. Education could lead to that goal or end, so a project to humanely educate the 

deaf, along with curing the insane and helping educate people with mental retardation, 

was begun.

With the advent of the “scientifi c” eugenic study of humans in the nineteenth cen-

tury, and with the accompanying attempt to improve the human race through such 

studies, deaf people moved from being seen as childlike or mentally defi cient to being 

seen as diseased and degenerate beings, less highly evolved than their normalized coun-

terparts in the hearing world. Of course, deaf people were not alone in this construction. 

Anyone who was not in the dominant group, which tended to defi ne itself as the norm, 

was seen as abnormal. Such people included in this abnormal status were the working 

classes, criminals, people with disabilities, people with mental and cognitive disabili-

ties, people of short stature, people from Africa, India, Southern Europe, Ireland, the 

Middle East, and Asia, among others. The program here was not necessarily to create a 

class of people to be discriminated against, although that did happen, but to improve 

the human race by decreasing the occurrence of disease and degeneracy. Linked to this 

program was another related endeavor that aimed to classify and study human vari-

ety; so anthropology, sociology, comparative anatomy, and psychology, what have been 

called “disciplines” — in both senses of the word — of the human sciences, came about 

as specializations in this project.
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Inherent in this movement was the idea that desirable and undesirable traits were 

inherited in groups in ways that were called “racial.” Although the mechanism of this 

inheritance was not understood, animal breeding had allowed a rough understanding 

of the process by which traits could be inherited and in which that inheritance could be 

shaped by selective mating. Linked to this idea was Charles Darwin’s discovery of evo-

lution, which implied that species (and by extension races within species) could evolve 

or degenerate. Gregor Mendel, at the end of the century, came up with mathematical 

models for inheritance that included the distribution results of dominant and recessive 

traits, although he did not understand or explain the mechanism of this transmission 

of traits.

This scientifi c study aimed at description, diagnosis, and remediation or cure. Deaf 

people, like these other groups, were assembled into entities in schools and institutions, 

subjected to statistical studies, and were part of a project to educate them into oral lan-

guage, whose lack was seen as a defi cit. This institutionalization had its negative im-

pacts, but in the case of deaf people, it helped to form a culture and a community with 

a common (although subversive at this point) language. Just as prosthetics became a 

major industry following the Civil War, oral education was seen as a prosthetic device 

that would make people who were lacking a part of their human body whole.

During this time, the deaf began to be called a “race,” particularly in the by-now in-

famous proposal of Alexander Bell to avoid the creation of a deaf race. Deaf people were 

seen as a race along with many other races because of the idea of inherited traits. Indeed 

the nineteenth-century researchers had developed many more races than we now usu-

ally think of when we speak of race. Proposals for separating the deaf from the hearing 

races came from within the Deaf community as well with the idea for a separate state or 

nation for Deaf people encouraged by diverse Deaf people in the nineteenth century.

The general project of eugenics, that is, good breeding, was a successful one for many 

years, most notably in England and the United States, where it was pushed quite aggres-

sively, concentrating on “positive” eugenics — that is, the encouragement of breeding 

between members of “fi tter families.” And notions of racial categories and of degen-

erative races held fast until the Nazi era. The Nazis’ project, borrowed quite late from 

the Anglo-American project, employed “negative” eugenic measures that emphasized 

the active elimination from the gene pool of degenerate races through sterilization and 

mass executions. We are only too aware of the consequences of that endeavor. In keep-

ing with the discussion here, it is important to point out that before the mass execution 

of Jews and Gypsies, seen as diseased and degenerate races, the T-4 program killed tens 

of thousands of people with disabilities, deaf people, people with mental illnesses, and 

homosexuals. It is important to recall that these were also considered “racial” killings

since deaf people and the other groups were all seen as people carrying inherited and 

inheritable traits.

The defeat of Nazi Germany had two effects for the purposes of this discussion: it 

eliminated eugenics as a viable intellectual and social pursuit and it gave a bad name 

to the concept of “race.” In addition, the abolition of slavery in the United States and 

the incipient development of a civil rights movement also contributed to an avoidance 

of the concept of race. Eugenics morphed into genetics, and race morphed into eth-
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nicity. The general position on race in contemporary research is clearly stated by one 

analyst:

Genetic surveys and the analyses of DNA . . . show that human races are not distinct lineages 
. . . human “races” are not and never were “pure.” Instead human evolution has been and 
is characterized by many locally differentiated populations coexisting at any given time, but 
with suffi cient genetic contact to make all of humanity a single lineage sharing a common 
evolutionary fate.1

To offset the negative side of racial categories, the idea of ethnicity was invented. Eth-

nicity would do double duty by allowing the categorizing of human populations while 

seeming to avoid the absolute biology of race. Ethnicity allowed the inclusion of cul-

tural, socioeconomic, religious, and political qualities, language, diet, dress, customs, 

kinship systems, and historical or territorial identity. But ethnicity has also been used 

“as a surrogate for biological difference”2 in various kinds of research. A dictionary of ep-

idemiology makes the familiar confl ation in defi ning race: “Persons who are relatively 

homogenous with respect to biological inheritance (see also ethnic group).”3 Despite 

the attempt to detach ethnicity from race, many people including academics blur the 

line. For example, the journal Nature Genetics defi nes “race” as “a distinct ethnic group 

characterized by traits that are transmitted through their offspring,” and includes in its 

defi nition of “ethnicity” “A social group or category of the population that, in a larger so-

ciety, is set apart and bound together by common ties of race, language, nationality or 

culture.”4 Indeed, even the U.S. government system of classifying identity mixes racial 

and ethnic categories. Four racial categories and two ethnic categories in the census 

include the racial groups American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacifi c Islander, 

black, and white. Ethnic groups are divided into two categories: “Hispanic origin” and 

“Not of Hispanic origin.” While the government allows Hispanics to be of any racial cat-

egory, many who self-defi ne ethnically as Hispanic check “Other” when responding to 

the race question, indicating widespread confusion about the meaning of such terms as 

race and ethnicity.5 That confusion is inherent in the idea of ethnicity, which itself seems 

fraught with the inherited baggage of racial categorization.

Using the concept of a minority is an alternative to ethnicity. It would seem that mi-

nority groups were coined as a way of avoiding the idea of ethnic groups. And identity 

groups were developed to move away from the idea of minority status since, for exam-

ple, women or whites are not minority groups.

I have given this brief and by defi nition limited history as a way of placing the discus-

sion about the status of Deaf Studies and by extension the role of Deaf people and their 

social construction. Harlan Lane, for one, has suggested that we consider Deaf people as 

an ethnic group; others have proposed that Deaf people be thought of as a linguistic mi-

nority. While these proposals are attractive in many ways, most particularly in removing 

the biological stigma of defi ning a group by its supposed lack or inability or association 

with disease (i.e., Deaf people can’t hear; Deaf people can’t speak; they can be cured by 

medical means). With the minority or ethnic model, as opposed to the “handicapped,” 

“disabled,” or “medical” models, Deaf people and community get to be a sociological 
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group like any other — African American, Armenian, Jewish, etc. — although it is unclear 

if all those groups are races, ethnicities, or minorities.

The idea of ethnic group or even minority is so tinged with the history of racial pol-

itics that one wonders if that stream of categorical consciousness is the best one to 

choose as a model. Indeed, with the recent reexamination of identity politics under way 

in the United States, and with the concomitant rethinking of the category of identity, is 

the best choice to go with a model that is increasingly antiquated and outmoded?

When we talk about identity, we do speak of social identities, but the bedrock iden-

tities of this culture — racial, gendered, sexual, and so on — seem to have been, at least 

historically, defi ned by the fact that they, like disability, have been necessarily rooted in 

the body. Race and gender have been the strongest component of these body-centered 

identities. How tightly linked to the essence of the body these identities have remained is 

an interesting question. Historically, gender and race before and through the eighteenth 

century was often thought of as a product of the environment’s effects on the body. 

Phenotypical traits were believed to be produced by harsh sun, diet, and custom. Like-

wise, gender characteristics were thought to be assigned by birth, but subject to change 

throughout life, as Tom Lacquer and others have argued.6 From the nineteenth cen-

tury on, with the rise of medicine and science, identity became founded on the bedrock 

of inherited traits. While these traits could be inherited by various unclearly explored 

mechanisms — whether “blood” or “germs” — what was clear was that the overriding 

theory was essentially a eugenic and Darwinian one. Indeed, many if not all medical 

theories of the nineteenth century coalesced around identities — physiological, men-

tal, sexual, etc. — which became the basis for theories of improvement of the human 

race and produced various kinds of oppression in the process. After Mendel, genes have 

most clearly been seen as the originating points of such transmitted traits.

The point is that, historically, the era of identity is connected fundamentally to a 

notion of inherited traits linked to groups of people who carry such traits. That is, race, 

sexual orientation, gender, ethnicity, national origin, along with deafness, were pin-

pointed for improvement and correction (and likewise discrimination) from the mid-

nineteenth century on in the name of eugenics and later genetics. Thus, there has been 

since that time an intimate connection between disease and identity — with each stig-

matized group seen as the repository of bad blood, bad genes, disease, and qualities 

that were a product of or could lead to the degeneration of the human race.

In that sense identity has remained fairly fi xed in the body until the advent of post-

modernism. The only scientifi c refi nement has been in identifying more clearly the 

mechanism of transmission of inherited traits. Postmodernism has sought to destabilize 

grand categories and metanarratives. Philosophers like Jacques Derrida, Jean-François 

Lyotard, Judith Butler, and others have chipped away at the idea that you could in fact 

ever describe in words anything in its fundamental essence. Likewise, the idea of a com-

plete and coherent narrative was made to seem impossible. And the same with any no-

tions of universal ideas or tenets, as we have heard from philosophers like Richard Rorty 

and critics like Stanley Fish. As postmodernist ideas began to interpenetrate ideas of 

identity, a kind of crisis has arisen.

The fi rst target of this deconstructing of identity was the critique of “essentialism.” 
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In effect, the notion of a human body with inherited and inherent traits tied to iden-

tity was put under scrutiny. Feminist critics like Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky Sedg-

wick put forth the notion that the gendered body was a social construction or a perfor-

mance — likewise identity. In this notion, one is not essentially a female, for example, 

but one performs femininity. The onus is then placed on a social construction argument 

rather than any innate sense of “being” feminine that would be tied to hormones, geni-

talia, secondary sexual characteristics, and so on. In race studies, ideas like passing, sig-

nifying, and so on gave a subtlety, and also perhaps a lack of clarity, to older notions of 

identity based on phenotype or “blood.” Postmodernism also included a cultural idea 

of pastiche or kitsch in which icons of race, nation, and ethnicity became all mixed up. 

You had African American kids wearing Hilfi ger as a sign of being down, and white kids 

wearing Hilfi ger and listening to hip-hop while Korean kids were eating McDonalds and 

listening to hip-hop. Universal symbols of particular “races” or “genders” got all mixed 

up. The old advertisement used to say “You don’t have to be Jewish to love Levy’s Rye 

Bread.” Now, you’d have to say “You don’t have to eat rye bread to be Jewish.”

Dovetailing with notions of performativity and constructionism were various scien-

tifi c and medical “discoveries.” Thus far, no one has been able to identify a person as be-

longing to a specifi c “race” through DNA analysis. In fact, DNA analysis has let us under-

stand that the category of race is one that does not exist in physiological terms. Further, 

since difference in skin color, often the basis of racial thinking, developed rather late in 

human development, a mere one hundred thousand years ago, it turns out there is ten 

times more genetic variation within a group we have called a race than within the entire 

human gene pool. So, for example, a Chinese person may have less in common geneti-

cally with another Asian than with a German. Indeed, no one is even able to tell us how 

many races there are, and fi ne distinctions between phenotypes tend to dissolve even 

more actively any notion of categorical racial identities.

In some cases of deafness, a genetic component is involved. For example, the so-

called Connexin 26 gene is responsible for some kinds of inherited deafness. In this 

sense, one could try to defi ne deaf people as a race, but this would work only if peo-

ple with two copies of this specifi c gene were so defi ned. However, it is obvious that so 

many more people than just the genetically deaf are included in the concept of Deaf-

ness that this racial view cannot really be said to be relevant.

The Human Genome Project offered up the possibility of mapping with certainty 

the complete sequence of approximately 3.2 billion pairs of nucleotides that make us 

human. But the project has left us with more questions than it has answered. For exam-

ple, scientists are puzzling over the relatively low count of genes in the human genome. 

It had been estimated that humans would have approximately one hundred thousand 

genes, but the study yielded a paucity of thirty thousand, putting Homo sapiens on a 

par with the mustard cress plant (twenty-fi ve thousand genes) for genetic complexity.7

More annoying, and less known, is the fact that the two groups who analyzed the ge-

nome, the privately owned Celera group and the government-fi nanced consortium of 

academic centers, have come up with only fi fteen thousand that they jointly agree on. 

Fifteen thousand more genes do not overlap in either analysis.8 Considerable doubt ex-

ists as to whether these genes found are “real.”
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The issue of race is complicated too by the use of in vitro fertilization. In a recent case 

of “scrambled eggs,” a fertility doctor implanted in a woman’s womb not only her own 

fertilized embryo but that of another couple as well. The resulting birth was of fraternal 

twins, one white and the other black.9 Such complications of reproductive technologies 

will certainly lead to other kinds of choices being made by parents and physicians, in-

tentional as well as unintentional, with the effect of rendering even more complex racial 

or even gender identity.10 We are also familiar with attempts, most recently of a Deaf les-

bian couple, of Deaf people to try to have deaf children. Questions will have to be asked 

about whether such attempts are radical ways of fi ghting against oppression by domi-

nant groups or technological fi xes in the service of a conservative, essentialist agenda. 

Finally, the patrolled area of “mixed race” is being interrogated. The fact that multiracial 

identifi cations have been prohibited on national censuses is now being challenged. The 

reasons for keeping single-race check-off boxes is itself a highly politicized and tactical 

arena in which, understandably, oppressed groups have gained redress and power by 

creating a unifi ed subject. Where censuses allow a mixed-race check-off box, the sta-

tistical stronghold of race may well become weakened with questionable results. The 

fact is that some 1.5 million Americans are in mixed-race marriages, and that number 

is doubling every decade. About 40 percent of Asian Americans and 6 percent of African 

Americans have married whites in recent years.11

One can legitimately ask if race has anything to do with Deafness, considering the 

emphasis that Deaf activists and scholars have put on notions of culture and shared his-

tory. While we don’t tend to think of the Deaf as a race anymore, that label would have 

been applied not just by Alexander Graham Bell but also by anyone interested in eugen-

ics. Their notions of race were far more expandable than our current ones are. But the 

use of ethnicity, with its idea of culture and world, has to become suspect since it relies

on an essentially racial model, as I am arguing.

In the area of gender, we are also seeing confusions in otherwise fi xed categories. 

A culture of transgendered peoples is now being more widely permitted, and the right 

to be transgendered is being actively fought for. The neat binaries of male and female 

are being complicated by volition, surgery, and the use of pharmaceuticals. Intersexu-

als, formerly known as hermaphrodites, were routinely operated upon at birth to assign 

them a specifi c gender. That move is now being contested by groups of adult intersexu-

als. Some feel they were assigned the wrong gender, and others feel that they would 

have liked to remain indeterminate. Transsexuals now routinely occupy various loca-

tions along a gender continuum demarcating their place by clothing and other style-

related choices, surgical corrections, and hormonal therapy. Even on the genetic level, 

both females who are genetically male and males who are genetically female are a natu-

rally occurring phenomenon. The gender determination is suppressed or enhanced in 

these cases of what are called “Turner’s syndrome” and “Klinefelter’s syndrome” so that 

the genetic markers do not express the expected sexual phenotypes.12

What we have called “nature” is not universal but can be modifi ed in fundamental 

ways through biotechnology, prosthetics, genetic manipulation, hormone treatments, 

and so on. Thus the ground — the bedrock — of the “body” began to seem as if it were 

less reliable.
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The very idea of a singular, unproblematic identity is crumbling. The response by 

various sides has varied. Some theorists have adopted a more global, cosmopolitan 

sense of identity, allowing hybridity and mixed categories some play. Others have barri-

caded the classic idea of identity and fought from or against those unitary ramparts.

So, given these complexities and attacks on identity, why should Deaf people now 

choose to see themselves as fi tting into the kind of identity politics now being reexam-

ined by society at large? The big problem related to trying to make Deafness into a so-

cially constructed ethnic or minority group is that in order to shore up the concept, cer-

tain kinds of very unpostmodern moves need to happen. The fi rewall between Deaf and 

non-Deaf has to be patrolled in very serious ways. Let us examine how.

First, the linguistic model presented in which Deafness is defi ned as a minority 

language group has, by defi nition, to rule out all non–ASL (American Sign Language) 

users as “other.” This model, while helping to include Deafness in the minority language 

model, has the effect of excluding or at least marginalizing Deaf people who are orally 

trained or who never had the chance to learn sign language. One can imagine many 

people who grew up in non-ASL settings in the 1950s and 1960s thinking of themselves, 

quite happily, as Deaf until they were informed that since they were non–ASL users they 

were not Deaf. Likewise, it includes hard-of-hearing people who have learned ASL but 

expels those who have not. Ironically, the model punishes the victims of oral education 

rather than including them into the society of Deafness. The other fl aw in the model is 

that signing Codas should be defi ned as being Deaf, but those who follow the minor-

ity model often do not see Codas in this light. To be true to its intention, the minority 

language model would have to say that signing Codas were fully fl edged, strongly Deaf 

people. One can argue that Codas aren’t Deaf because they can hear and aren’t actively 

discriminated against by the hearing world; but if one takes that tack, then one has to 

abandon the idea that language is the defi ning term in Deaf.13 If you let language go, 

then you are back to hearing loss, that is, either some kind of phenomenological model 

or the more prevalent and insidious audiological/medical model.

As for the ethnic group model, while the argument about a shared common history, 

language, social customs, and organizations had been historically true, with the advent 

of the Internet, mainstreaming, the decline of residential schooling, and the demise of 

the Deaf club it is harder to make this argument. And, of course, one of the key notions 

of an ethnic group is ethnic cuisine, often the last thing to go in assimilation, according 

to Steven Steinberg.14 Alas, there is no Deaf cuisine — unless we consider replication of 

residential-school menus as fi lling that bill.

The ethnic argument sets up a model of the true or “pure” Deaf person, in imita-

tion of the worst aspects of racially defi ning a people. In this ethnic group model, there 

is an in-group and an out-group. Those most “in” are Deaf of Deaf people, that very 

small percentage (only perhaps 5 percent of all congenitally born deaf) who come from 

a Deaf family and who often make up the elite of the Deaf world. Those “in” include peo-

ple lucky enough to have gone to Gallaudet, National Technical Institute for the Deaf, 

and other Deaf schools. Excluded are hard-of-hearing, oral, Codas, urban poor or third-

world rural poor who never had a chance to learn sign language, and deaf people with 

limb impairments or spinal injuries that affect their limb and digit mobility. Further-
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more, Deaf people on the Internet or using pagers, while obviously talking about sub-

jects that are of common interest, may not appear dramatically different in their lan-

guage usage than any other ESL group with its own specialized jargon and idioms. And 

if a Deaf person doesn’t choose to talk the talk or walk the walk, does that exclude that 

person from the ethnic group? This same question could be asked about African Ameri-

cans who speak standard English and do not code switch.

The ethnic model is also dubious because of the association now between ethnic 

groups and violence. In the old days of the 1960s and 1970s, nationalism used to be 

considered the bad thing and ethnicity the good thing. But since the growth of what 

Hardt and Negri call “empire,”15 and with the weakening of some national entities, re-

gionalism, tribalism, and ethnicity have lead to interethnic warfare like that found in 

Uganda, Rwanda, Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia, and Afghanistan, and between the ethnic 

Kurds and the Turks or Iraqis. While it may be true that some ethnic groups have man-

aged to refrain from this kind of violence, although I can’t think of any at the moment, 

we might want to wonder if the model of ethnic pride is something so desirable as op-

posed to a more cosmopolitan internationalism. Are the kinds of distinctions ethnic 

groups make between self and other necessarily the models that we want to follow in 

defi ning Deafness?

One of the key notions in an ethnos, a people, is the idea of an extended kinship sys-

tem. People within an ethnic group are related not only by language, history, and cul-

ture but also by a family structure that passes along a genetic inheritance. But the vast 

majority of Deaf people do not come from Deaf families. According to often-cited statis-

tics, over 90 percent of Deaf people are born to hearing families. The Deaf, Codas, peo-

ple with disabilities, and queer folk are, as Robert Hoffmeister has said of Codas, only 

“one generation thick.” In this sense, these four groups have more in common with each 

other than with any ethnic group. Indeed, one could argue that without the extended 

kinship system, you can’t have an ethnic group. Even large groups, like Americans, may 

have shared cultural, linguistic, historical, geographical, and other characteristics but 

are not, properly speaking, an ethnic group. So how can the Deaf make a claim with less 

than 10 percent of Deaf people being born into Deaf families? Given the laws of Mende-

lian distribution in relatively new mutations like Connexin 26, the mathematical model 

will continue to insure that even a second or third generation of deafness within the 

same family is unlikely. Thus, although there are a small percentage of deaf families that 

pass on deafness, no signifi cant familial system exists with any signifi cant similarity to 

the absolute regularity of family based on consanguineous, multigenerational kinship 

of other ethnic groups. One can always emphasize that Deaf people pass along their 

culture by a nonkinship system, but then you are talking about a rather different kind of 

social organization than an ethnic group.

The other problem with the ethnic or minority group model is that usually being 

part of an ethnic group defi nes one in a totalizing way. You usually can’t be Jewish, for 

example, and be Japanese. If you happen to be of mixed ethnicity, then each ethnic cat-

egory is diluted. So one can be Jewish and black, but you’d be 50 percent of each. Deaf 

people can and do belong to some other ethnic group. But, as we know, Deaf people 

don’t feel that their Deafness is diluted by their ethnicity, which means that being Deaf 
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isn’t really like being Jewish. One doesn’t feel 50 percent Deaf and 50 percent Jewish but 

rather all Deaf and all Jewish. This shows us that the attempt to make Deafness an eth-

nic group doesn’t work because the category doesn’t operate in the same way as does 

ethnicity.

The problem with ethnic or minority status is that in having that status a group is 

letting a dominant majority make the defi nition of what you are or should be. It is true 

that such groups then take the victimization and turn it into a kind of cultural resis-

tance, but at base the terms are still defi ned by the oppressor. In adopting the language 

of race, a language of victimization, various groups have been able to build pride and 

power into their social organization, but given the choice, should Deaf people begin to 

call themselves an ethnos when that idea includes the idea of minority (including the 

sense of marginal, minoritized) status and the adoption of the language of the oppres-

sor? Indeed, one could say that all the racial and some ethnic categories were defi ned by 

those who wished to rid the world of those categories. The social construction of various 

human populations performed by those who were dominant often aimed at creating 

categories of inferiority for the purposes of exploitation, institutionalization, remedia-

tion, or elimination.

Related to this point is a strategic question. Are the protections built into the law 

for ethnic groups effective? Does one want to choose the category of ethnic group as 

the regnant defi ning term and then seek protection or redress under the law under that 

status? Or is it better to allow protections and rights under the law to apply under the 

statutes that cover disability? Would you rather be protected by the Americans with Dis-

ability Act, Section 504, and other protections built into the law, or will you take your 

chances with affi rmative action, hate-crime legislation, and so on?

The concept of deaf-world  or deaf-culture  has been used by many Deaf 

people, and there is something attractive about the concept. It does not have any as-

sociations with medical imperatives or racialized discourses. The problem with the 

terms is that they are perhaps too general and elastic. If you start defi ning what you 

mean by either, you immediately fall back into categorical generalizations of the kind 

we have been discussing. Who is Deaf? Who belongs in the deaf-world? How do you 

get into it? Who are the gatekeepers? As for deaf-culture , you again have to defi ne 

what makes it different from any other culture. What if we were to substitute “white 

world ,” “bl ack world ,” “jewish world ,” or “non-jewish world”? Would one 

be happy to celebrate and analyze the meaning of those terms? What if we said “asl-

only users world”? Or “40 percent–100 percent hearing loss world”? 

The problem with such concepts is that they tend to fall back into the older categories 

designed to exclude people, reduce their rights, and create marginalized communities. 

It’s just a question of who gets to set up the barriers and checkpoints. In the past, it was 

the hearing people who did; now it is segments of the Deaf community. Of course, no 

group of people can exist without some kind of cultural and social distinctions. But in 

thinking through, in the best theoretical sense, new directions for Deafness, we have to 

look at the problems and the solutions with a high degree of rigor.

This last point brings me to the issue of disability. Deaf people are not alone in this 

reconsideration. They do not have to build the house of theory around identity alone. 
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As I mentioned earlier, what brings together all the social injustices of the past two hun-

dred years is the idea that people with various bodily traits have been discriminated 

against because of those traits. This is not a medical model, but rather a model based 

on biopower analysis along the lines of the founding work done by Michel Foucault and 

others. The extension of this work is the postmodern assault on identity that has cri-

tiqued the fundamental assumptions of that kind of discrimination by saying that you 

can’t base identity on these putative bodily traits because you can’t justify the existence 

of these markers anymore. The grand categories of race, gender, etc. have no validity as 

categories with rigid fi rewalls. I’ve also pointed out that Deafness, too, is subject to this 

critique. You can only create the category of Deafness if you build these rigid fi rewalls; 

otherwise you’ve got a continuum of hearing-impaired, hard-of-hearing, partially deaf-

ened, profoundly deaf, and so on. You’ve also got a range of people with oral abilities, 

and a range of ASL abilities, including a range of ASL usage among Codas. The concept 

of Deafness can get very messy unless you perform a kind of “commonsense” purifying 

of the category that may work, but it has the pitfalls of the “common sense” of racial cat-

egories, for example. Common sense, in reality, is actually socially constructed truisms 

that are never really common at all.

The argument then is why use the outdated, outmoded, and potentially dangerous 

categories of ethnicity, minority status, nationhood (including “world” and “culture”) 

when one might do better to use the category of “one-generation” identities to redefi ne 

the nature of social identity. Rather than trying to force the foot into the glass slipper, 

why not make a new shoe that actually fi ts?

In this scenario, people with disabilities, Deaf people, gay people, and Codas can say 

“we represent the way out of the identity politics dead end.” We are social groups that 

are not defi ned solely by bodily capabilities. We are not a group that has been defi ned in 

advance by an oppressor, but we choose to unite ourselves together for new purposes. 

We are not defi ned by genetic qualities or inherited traits. We are, precisely, not an eth-

nic group or a minority but something new and different emerging from the smoke of 

identity politics and rising like a phoenix of the postmodern age.

Disability is one way of talking about this kind of postmodern identity. At this point, 

there is a fairly elaborated theory of disability emerging. Queer Studies also offers vari-

ous approaches to identity that do not have to imitate the identity categories of the past. 

The key to both is that identity is part of a continuum. It is malleable and not grounded 

in the traditional medicalized or essentialized views of the body. It does not have to rub 

shoulders with racialized ways of thinking or divisive views of what it is to be human 

based on tribal or parochial points of view.

Deaf people have argued that disability doesn’t fi t their experience of being Deaf. 

Many Deaf people have said, “I’m not disabled like a crippled person or a mentally re-

tarded person.” But the problem with that refutation is that it uses ableist concepts. 

It implies that each Deaf person would be diminished if they considered themselves 

disabled. This position, in my opinion, does not allow for the fullest sense of disabil-

ity that has been elaborated in disability theory. The point has always been that people 

with disabilities are not disabled by their impairments but that the society surround-

ing them creates the disability when it denies or impedes accommodation. There is 
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nothing diminished or disabled about a person with a disability where there is access 

and accommodation. Likewise, there is nothing disabled about a Deaf person who is 

surrounded by people who are in their language community or when interpreters are 

freely provided in other public and private venues.

I have come to see the position made by some Deaf people that disability is not a de-

sirable umbrella under which to group Deaf people at this point. That may be the case, 

but I also think that minority status, ethnicity, or exclusive worlds don’t work either. If 

disability and ethnicity are rejected, what is left? I would hope that Deaf Studies would 

develop a theory of Deafness, an explanation of Deaf identity, that had its own inher-

ent and internal cohesion in some kind of connection with other minoritized people. 

But I would caution that the errors of previous identity politics not be repeated. The 

simple attempt to adopt linguistic minority status, as has been done, or ethnic status, 

or exclusionary worldviews will be antiquated by contemporary thinking and will ap-

pear in the long run as making Deaf people be wannabes in an outmoded game. Fur-

ther, the attempt to rigidify Deafness by making rules — must be Deaf, must be ASL user, 

must participate in Deaf Culture, must adopt Deaf ways, and so on — will create a sys-

tem of microenforcements and identity requirements that will seem parochial, oppres-

sive, and unbending. Tellingly, Gallaudet University itself accepts students who run the 

gamut from hearing to Deaf. A better course for Deaf Studies would be to examine the 

situation in identity politics now, learn from the past, think about the beyond-identity 

issues fl oating in the public sphere, come up with fl exible and nonhierarchical models 

of being, and lead the way out of the dead end of identity thinking. As African Americans 

and feminists took the lead in the past to help the larger society to theorize subjecthood 

in the 1970s and 1980s, so can the Deaf, the disabled, and queer folk help postmodern 

society to imagine what subjectivity looks like in a postidentity period. This process is 

necessarily collective and situational, and it would be presumptive of me to suggest 

how that discussion should go. Those discussions are proceeding even now, and they 

will benefi t from an awareness of the regnant issues and ideas that are disturbing and 

intriguing all identity groups not only in the United States but throughout the world.
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  Postscript: Gallaudet Protests of 2006 
  and the Myths of In/Exclusion

H - D I R K S E N  L .  B AU M A N

On October  13, 2006, the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Police Department arrested 

133 Gallaudet University students, staff, and alumni, the largest number of university 

arrests in the United States since the 1960s. The arrests occurred amid weeks of building 

and campouts lockdowns, hunger strikes, a sprawling tent city, rallies, and a two thou-

sand–person march to the Capitol. At a time when many university faculty across the 

nation lament apathy on campus, Gallaudet University students orchestrated a massive 

protest that garnered national media attention and forced the Board of Trustees to meet 

their demand that the president-designate be removed before taking offi ce.

What could possibly have sparked such widespread activism? The very causes of the 

protest were themselves a principle site of vigorous debate. Unlike the 1988 Deaf Presi-

dent Now (DPN) movement, which rallied behind the well-defi ned issue of selecting a 

deaf president for a deaf university, the 2006 protests were far more complicated and 

overdetermined. The Gallaudet Protest of 2006 could only be fully explained through a 

feature-length documentary fi lm or book-length analysis with writers from all perspec-

tives engaged in a critical collaboration with the issues. Such a volume would be able 

to lay out the escalation of events from the initial protests in May to the campus lock-

down in October and the Board’s capitulation. Such a volume would also describe the 

relevance of the protest in this particular historical moment. What do the protests say 

about Deaf political life in 2006 and beyond?

While it is still early to defi ne the legacy of the 2006 protests, they do clearly drama-

tize issues simmering throughout the pages of Open Your Eyes. In fact, many of the con-

tributors to this volume were deeply involved in the protest — on both sides. Some were 

members (and even president) of the Board of Trustees, while others were Gallaudet 

faculty members who played signifi cant roles in the coalition of protesters, the Faculty 

Student Staff and Alumni (FSSA) coalition. What’s more, the fi gure at the center of the 

controversy, then-Provost Jane Fernandes, provided fi nancial support for, and partici-

pated in, the Deaf Studies Think Tank that gave rise to this volume.

Given that many of the debates and issues in this volume were dramatized before a 

national audience when the manuscript had already been delivered to the publisher, it 

seems only fi tting that a postscript be added — not to advocate for one side or the other, 

not to delve into the minutiae of this or that event, but to take a wide-angle lens on the 

protest, to place it in a historical, cultural, and political context.

One of the most striking and relevant issues is the widespread disagreement on the 
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very reasons for protest in the fi rst place. The University administration asserted that 

the protest erupted out of a deep cultural anxiety about radical changes wrought by 

medical and technological advances, such as cochlear implants, that offer deaf people 

opportunities to become immersed into the hearing world rather than in the separate 

culture revolving around American Sign Language (ASL). Dr. Jane Fernandes, who is 

deaf though she grew up speaking and did not learn ASL until the age of twenty-three, 

symbolized a future that her critics were resisting. According to this line of reasoning, 

she was not culturally “Deaf enough” to be the public face of Gallaudet University.

Protesters denied these claims, citing the fact that 82 percent of the faculty asked 

for the president-designate’s resignation or removal from offi ce, which is especially sig-

nifi cant given the fact that only 38 percent of the faculty are deaf, out of which only a 

small portion are native users of ASL. Instead, the protesters’ grievances included a long 

list of concerns: the lack of diversity among the fi nalists, the Board of Trustees’ lack of 

responsiveness to students of color, the persistence of audism on campus, and the ap-

pearance of an unfair search process that led to the appointment of a widely unpopular, 

internal candidate. These issues brought together a broad-based coalition of students, 

faculty, staff, and alumni who decided that the problems with the administrative system 

of Gallaudet that surfaced through the search process were worthy of vigorous dissent. 

As Deaf lawyer Kelby Brick writes, “The Deaf President Now protests in 1988 installed a 

deaf person as president, but they did not reform this almost 150-year-old entrenched 

bureaucracy of paternalism.”1

Whether one accepts the administration’s or the protesters’ version of the sources of 

the protest — or some mixture of the two — the fact is that, for a short time, much of the 

nation did indeed open their eyes to Deaf Culture talking. Concepts like audism and d/

Deaf cultural wars entered American households. From the outside, issues such as “not 

being deaf enough” must have puzzled and troubled readers. Articles and editorials in 

Time, Newsweek, USA Today, the Washington Post, and the Boston Globe-Mail excori-

ated the protesters for engaging in a radical form of identity politics. The view from the 

inside of Gallaudet, however, reveals a far more complicated view of the protests, one 

that undeniably involves, but does not revolve exclusively around, identity politics.

The critique of identity politics, especially as described in this volume by Lennard 

Davis, is that identity is not a fi xed, stable notion, rooted in a single defi ning element, 

such as ethnicity, race, gender, sexual orientation, or language skill. Upon closer obser-

vation, the protest did not revolve around any one single axis of identity. While the Deaf 

President Now protest was led by four white, Deaf of Deaf student leaders, the 2006 

protests were led by a coalition among whose prominent fi gures were hearing, hard-of-

hearing, late deafened, late learners of ASL, and ASL-fl uent individuals. The dissenters 

know as well as anyone that there are many ways to be d/Deaf (and to be hearing, for 

that matter). Some protesters pointed out the irony that DPN was more rooted in sin-

gle-axis identity politics than the 2006 protests that included resistance to racism and 

paternalism and a lack of shared governance and administrative transparency. It has 

been argued that the 2006 protests were a result of coalition politics more than identity 

politics.

While this may be the case, paternalistic administrations are present on many cam-

puses, and yet there have been no comparable protests. Even when nearby American 
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University President Benjamin Ladner was dismissed from his position for improper ex-

pense accounting and was given a severance package of 3.75 million dollars, there were 

no widespread protests. So what is unique about the Gallaudet activism? What would go 

so far as to politicize the football team, which was responsible for escalating the protest

from a single locked-down building to the entire campus? What would inspire over sev-

enty tent-cities to be erected across the nation? Why would so many alumni return for a 

homecoming celebration that was cancelled by the administration, only to be replaced 

with a march on the nation’s Capitol?

In order to understand this unique phenomenon, one has to appreciate the near 

mythic role that Gallaudet University plays within the Deaf world. It is the only plot of 

land in the entire world where Deaf people may have direct access to higher educa-

tion through a signed language. Historically, Gallaudet has been a bastion of signed-

language instruction even during a time when all residential schools in America banned 

ASL, promoting the possibility that Deaf people could be educated in a manner, as Joe 

Murray would put it, coequal with hearing counterparts. Further, Gallaudet’s position 

is unique in the history of ideas, as it appears to fulfi ll an enduring human dream of a 

society that exists without recourse to the voice. In the seventeenth century, John Bul-

wer speculated on the benefi ts of an institution of learning based exclusively in gestural 

language. In the eighteenth century, Rousseau mused on the possibilities of a society 

in which “we would fully express our meanings by the language of gesture alone.”2 In 

the nineteenth century, when philanthropist Amos Kendall donated land for the found-

ing of the National Deaf-Mute College, which would become Gallaudet University, he 

helped create a homeland where a signed language would fl ourish. Placed in this histor-

ical backdrop, we can begin to appreciate why Gallaudet serves as a sacred space — an 

Aztlan or Mecca — within global Deaf and signing communities.

Given the deep cultural connection to Gallaudet, the protests of 2006 bring into 

focus the larger dreams and desires of a people as they are elaborated through a vision 

of what Gallaudet should and could become. Whether or not the protesters were justi-

fi ed in pinning the future of their vision on the dismissal of Jane Fernandes is a complex 

and contentious question that is beyond the purview of this postscript. Yet if we are to 

understand the current Deaf cultural climate, we must recognize and name the deep 

yearning for a better Gallaudet that was expressed through the protest. There is an un-

deniable sentiment that the disruption of the presidential selection process was the fi rst 

step in a larger reformation, not only for Gallaudet University but for the future of Deaf 

education in America and beyond.

The vision of the future is for Gallaudet to become a truly bilingual institution that 

explores and promotes the cognitive, cultural, and creative benefi ts of a bilingual ed-

ucation (in this case, ASL/English) to the wider world — both d/Deaf and hearing. As 

such, Gallaudet should explain, through example and research, to parents, educators, 

and doctors the wisdom of nurturing, rather than suppressing, ASL in deaf people’s lives. 

The message coming from Gallaudet should be seen, loud and clear: signed languages 

are a vast human resource, and there is no better place to witness their wealth than on 

the ninety-nine-acre plot of land in northeast Washington, D.C.

The problem, however, is that Gallaudet University had never taken a clear position 

on ASL/English bilingual education. With the Deaf community looking to Gallaudet as a 
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beacon of bilingual education, they received nothing but mixed messages. Twenty years 

after Deaf President Now, many administrators, staff, faculty, and students are only mar-

ginally literate in ASL — and worse, many hearing people do not even bother to sign in 

public, rendering Gallaudet at times no different than any other hearing university. The 

lack of ASL skills and basic Deaf cultural protocol at Gallaudet is a systemic problem that 

has been buttressed by long-standing curriculum and policy issues. There had never 

been a requirement that students — or faculty and administrators for that matter — for-

mally study ASL. Ironically, Gallaudet students are expected to write college-level En-

glish, but many of their teachers often cannot produce elementary school–level ASL.

Critics charged that the lamentable state of communication on campus is a result 

of the adminstration’s unwillingness to take a clear position about the mission and stra-

tegic goals of the university as they relate to ASL/English bilingualism. When it became 

clear that the university would be under the long leadership of another administrator 

who had presided over years of hand wringing over what to do with ASL on campus, 

protesters felt that it was time for a change. Members of the Deaf community could not 

sit idly by for another couple of decades without taking a clear position on diffi cult is-

sues affecting the lives of deaf people for generations to come. Dissenters were much 

less concerned about when Jane Fernandes learned ASL than they were with her com-

mitment to ensuring that children in future generations would learn it earlier than she 

did. As Provost, Fernandes oversaw the creation of a Strategic Plan for the university that 

failed to take a position on bilingualism, and worse, critics charged, that she unneces-

sarily pitted inclusion against bilingualism.

Under Provost Jane Fernandes, the university’s Strategic Goal number one was for 

Gallaudet to model “what it is to be an inclusive deaf university in all aspects of its op-

erations, academic and community life.” To clarify, the strategic objective offered a defi -

nition of “inclusive deaf university” that was longer than the objective itself:

The term inclusive deaf university refers to an academic institution of higher learning that 

is comprehensive and recognizes the diversity among deaf and hard of hearing people — in 

cultural identifi cation, language and communication choices, audiometric measures, age of 

onset, use of amplifi cation technology, school experiences — and in age, gender, disability, ra-

cial and ethnic background, religion, sexual orientation, and social-economic class.

Clearly, no one would argue against the spirit of inclusivity; after all, the authorizing 

legislation for Gallaudet University — the Education of the Deaf Act (EDA) — mandates 

that Gallaudet educate the nation’s deaf and hard-of-hearing population; signifi cantly, 

this mandate exists regardless of cultural or educational background. Shifting demo-

graphics show that fewer deaf students are educated in residential schools, while more 

are receiving cochlear implants and educated with little exposure to signed languages. 

Given these cultural shifts, an “all-inclusive deaf university” appears to be a wise and 

well-intentioned position to take.

However, the objection was not about inclusivity itself, but about what was not in-

cluded in the strategic objectives and mission of the university: that Gallaudet was, in 

“all aspects of its operations, academic and community life, an all-inclusive bilingual
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university.” While many other universities, such as the University of Ottawa and the 

University of Fribourg, openly embrace bilingualism as a defi ning element, Gallaudet 

seemed poised for another president and Board to skirt the issue under the banner of 

inclusion.

With the assistance of the Washington Post editorial staff, the Gallaudet administra-

tion of I. King Jordan and Jane Fernandes was able to frame the discussion that protest-

ers who argued for a stronger presence of ASL were being exclusionary cultural “abso-

lutists” who wished to retreat into a bunker of signed language. When pitted against 

the feel-good rhetoric of inclusion, defenders of bilingualism faced a diffi cult rhetori-

cal task — to point out the perils of inclusivity as envisioned by the Gallaudet adminis-

tration, and to demonstrate that bilingual education, if done correctly, actually means 

greater inclusion and enhanced academic rigor and accountability.

The perils of Gallaudet’s approach to its all-inclusive strategic plan and mission were 

identifi ed not only by protesters but also by commissioners from Gallaudet’s accrediting 

body, the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE). Noting the frag-

mentation over the mission of the university, commissioners sensed that the university 

mission lacked focus as it was “trying to be all things to all people.”3 A concrete indica-

tion of the perils of inclusivity could be found in the university’s Communication Pol-

icy, which defi ned ASL in the following way: “The term American Sign Language is to be 

used in an all-inclusive sense and includes signs expressed in English word order, with or 

without voice”(emphasis added).4 Such a defi nition is not only symbolic of the systemic 

denigration of ASL, critics charged, but academically embarrassing. Clearly, ASL and 

English are in daily contact at Gallaudet, but they are distinct languages, a revelation 

that came about, ironically, at Gallaudet University over four decades ago. Researchers 

in the hundreds of linguistics programs across the country who work on signed lan-

guages would scoff at Gallaudet’s defi nition of ASL. Gallaudet’s historic unwilligness to 

commit to a position, critics claim, has potentially harmed its image as a prestigious, let 

alone credible, institution. Imagine the public consternation if Gallaudet were to defi ne 

English “in an all-inclusive sense that includes words expressed in ASL word order.”

The Communication Policy, which was revised in the spring of 2007,5 was indic-

ative of a larger, systemic problem of accountability fostered under a spirit of trying 

to be all things to all people. Faculty who were defi cient in ASL skills and who voiced 

could simply claim that they were meeting the needs of students under an anything-

goes policy. If faculty, staff, and students were never held accountable for communicat-

ing clearly — certainly a worthwhile goal at a university — then how could a climate of 

academic rigor be cultivated? Clearly, it is not radical to claim that sound pedagogical 

strategies would include using an intelligible, grammatically correct language. Though 

students’ skills may not be up to par, they should have the benefi t of being guided to-

ward more sophisticated expression. Thus, while the rhetoric of inclusivity often sounds 

good, if it is not infused with higher standards and accountability, the result is often lack 

of effectiveness.

Due to its unique status, Gallaudet could afford to proceed on its own terms for 

nearly a century and a half. Without a culture of assessment and improvement, Gallau-

det gradually lost touch with higher education’s movement toward a more rigorous and 
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systematic collection of direct evidence of student learning. While reports of student 

learning were generated, the Gallaudet administration did little with them, as they did 

not always paint the desired picture. Rather than centralizing and focusing on institu-

tional assessment, the Jordan/Fernandes administration failed for two years to replace 

the director of institutional research who retired in 2004. Further, a 2001 MSCHE report 

required Gallaudet to overhaul its undergraduate general studies curriculum and re-

form its faculty governance system. By the time of the Periodic Review Report in 2006, 

it had become clear that the administration and faculty had failed to follow these man-

dates of the university’s accrediting body.

Then came the protests and the media reports of low academic standards. Sud-

denly this venerable institution, and progressive federal experiment signed into being 

by Abraham Lincoln, was under the scrutiny of news watchers across the nation, in-

cluding members of the MSCHE. This negative publicity came at a time when the U.S. 

Department of Education (located within a fi fteen-minute walk from Gallaudet) was 

threatening to take over accreditation from regional bodies and Gallaudet had received 

an unfavorable evaluation from the federal Offi ce of Management and Budget (OMB). 

One particularly damaging news article in the Washington Post ended with a Gallaudet 

administrator pointing out, in response to the negative evaluation from OMB, that at 

least Gallaudet is fully accredited.6 Now the very credibility of independent accrediting 

bodies was brought into public view. Not surprisingly, Gallaudet received notice that it 

would be visited by the MSCHE. After two site visits and various reports, MSCHE voted 

in June to place Gallaudet on probation — while recognizing that signifi cant progress 

had occurred under interim President Robert Davila, it was not enough and the pace of 

change was not suffi ciently rapid.

While nine months’ time is too soon to be writing the legacy of the 2006 protests, 

clearly the most dramatic and far-reaching legacy is not the removal of Jane Fernandes, 

but the catalyst of sweeping reform at Gallaudet University. While no university wishes 

to be placed on probation, there is clear sentiment that such negative attention may be 

the best thing that could have happened to Gallaudet. No longer can this acclaimed in-

stitution afford to operate under the immunity of its uniqueness. It must reinvent itself 

if it is to remain relevant in the twenty-fi rst century.

Change at Gallaudet University: Toward Inclusive Bilingualism

As a result of the MSCHE’s demands that Gallaudet address issues of mission, shared 

governance, campus climate, and academic rigor, Gallaudet must fi nd its way out 

of the existential crisis in a big hurry. It is now doing so, with the help of an ultima-

tum — without accreditation students will not come, and the United States Congress 

would likely not grant appropriations to an institution without students. Suddenly 

Gallaudet found itself with a rare opportunity: with the imperative that it must begin 

anew, faculty, staff, students, and administration have banded together in a cluster of 

working groups. In the course of a few months, Gallaudet University has undergone a 

thorough review of its mission and vision statements and has completely overhauled 

its undergraduate general studies curriculum. During this intensely productive, all-
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hands-on-deck time, Gallaudet is redefi ning itself for the future, which has implica-

tions for the future of the Deaf world.

As the Working Group on the University Mission met for the fi rst time, we looked at 

ourselves, we looked at Gallaudet, and we asked: Who are we? Who do we serve? How do 

we serve them? In answering these questions, two answers became very apparent: we 

are bilingual and we are diverse. What emerged from community feedback were mis-

sion and vision statements that proclaim what we have been all along: a bilingual uni-

versity. The new mission, which was approved by the Board of Trustees in August 2007 

reads:

Gallaudet University, federally chartered in 1864, is a bilingual, multicultural institution of 
higher education that ensures the intellectual and professional advancement of deaf and hard 
of hearing individuals through American Sign Language and English. Gallaudet prepares its
graduates for career opportunities in a highly competitive, technological, and rapidly changing
world (emphasis added).

In order to emphasize its mandate to educate all eligible deaf and hard-of-hearing stu-

dents, Gallaudet’s vision statement commits the institution to

offer a welcoming, supportive, and accessible bilingual educational environment for teaching 
and learning through direct communication, and to embrace diversity within the deaf com-
munity by respecting and appreciating choices of communication while guiding students 
through their process of linguistic and cultural self-actualization.

The spirit of the new mission of Gallaudet is to create a model of inclusive bilingualism,

where Gallaudet welcomes all qualifi ed students from the wide variety of educational 

backgrounds, with varying degrees of profi ciency in ASL and English. The difference, 

however, is that the university commits to supporting its members in developing bi-

lingual profi ciency during their time at Gallaudet. This would place Gallaudet directly 

in line with a host of other bilingual universities. As the European Centre for Higher 

Education notes, “signifi cant proportions of students in the bilingual institutions are 

not bilingual when they enter the university. The university can play an important role 

in helping individuals from both language groups to become bilingual. . . . Part of the 

challenge is therefore to ensure that students can quickly operate in a bilingual envi-

ronment, which requires a number of special measures, including intensive language 

courses when necessary.”7

While there was strong support indicated for the new mission of Gallaudet, among 

its faculty, staff, students, and alumni, there are those who claim that any embrace of 

ASL is tantamount to cultural segregation, placing Gallaudet out of step with the rest 

of the world. The Washington Post editorial staff, for example, counsels that Gallaudet 

“must expand its mission in an era when many deaf children receive cochlear implants 

and have options beyond sign language.”8 Michael Chorost, author of Rebuilt: How Be-

coming Part Computer Made Me More Human, goes so far as to claim that the sign-

ing Deaf community and Gallaudet should resign itself to the death of ASL and focus 

on “innovating new ways for everyone to hear, using technology.”9 While these authors 
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would defend their positions based on current and projected demographics, they oper-

ate under the false opposition of technology and signed languages. They betray a deep 

cultural fear that somehow learning a signed language has detrimental effects for deaf 

people and should be avoided if at all possible. In an age when parents are respond-

ing to research showing the benefi ts of bimodal bilingualism for their children, when 

hearing college students are learning ASL at unprecedented rates, and when hearing 

linguists are conducting sophisticated research on signed languages, deaf people are 

routinely counseled against learning signed languages. If signed languages are good for 

hearing people why would they be detrimental to a deaf person with a cochlear im-

plant? Wouldn’t it better to have two languages than one? The ironies of such positions 

are obvious: advocates of an English-only education are claiming that a bilingual ed-

ucation for deaf people is exclusionary. However, as the European Center for Higher 

Education claims, “the continuous use of two working languages is viewed as a cen-

tral element in the mission of the university to promote a broad intellectual and social 

outlook.”10 Those who become bilingual in English and ASL would have access to two 

languages, one of which is capable of rich and clear visual and spatial discourse, a boon 

to students fortunate enough to watch a master signer describe photosynthesis or map 

out macroeconomic theories in clear grammatical space.

By building a greater presence for ASL, Gallaudet is not segregating itself for cultural 

or political reasons, but expanding the rigor of its curriculum, pedagogy, and standards. 

The evolving reasons for a defense of ASL, then, are not only about cultural preserva-

tion, but about critical pedagogy, visual-spatial cognition, and the economic vitality of 

Deaf people, which together will bring about a strong Deaf public voice that commands 

an audience.

Yet this is only the beginning of a cultural and academic exchange that must put Gal-

laudet fi rmly on the map of intellectual life in America. As Frank Bechter writes in this 

volume: “Indeed, even standing on the public stage is not enough. For deaf life truly to 

be heard there (for a subaltern voice truly ‘to speak’ and no longer be subaltern) the very 

terms of discourse on that stage — its very ‘alphabet’ — would need to be transformed.” 

Such a transformative public voice, it is believed, may only come about when ASL gains 

a presence that demands attention. This future vision of Gallaudet is one that will incu-

bate and encourage all of the ways that Deaf ways of being and signed languages can 

deeply affect a wide spectrum of academic and creative practices.

Instead of repeated curriculum and ways of knowing, Gallaudet should be out in 

front, taking the lead in understanding the unique insights that Deaf people and other 

sign language users have on, among a host of topics, visual language, visual learning, 

fi lmmaking, art, graphic and Web design, theater, literature, architecture, anthropology, 

philosophy, psychology, communication studies, public “speaking,” and the rhetorical 

art of gesture. Each of these fi elds could be transformed by opening up to Deaf ways of 

being.

Gallaudet University, for example, has recently received a prestigious National Sci-

ence Foundation Learning Center grant, known as Visual Language and Visual Learn-

ing, the purpose of which is to “gain a greater understanding of the biological, cognitive, 

linguistic, sociocultural, and pedagogical conditions that infl uence the acquisition of 

language and knowledge through the visual modality.”11 Clearly the National Science 
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Foundation considered the insights from Deaf people to be a scientifi c and empirical 

asset; otherwise it would not have awarded Gallaudet a grant of 35.5 million dollars 

over the next ten years. This learning center will contribute insights into this overlooked 

realm of human learning from the institution that should know more about visual learn-

ing than any other. In addition, Gallaudet University has invested in a three-year proj-

ect to explore the notion of a Deaf architecture — not on the functional ADA level, but 

on deeper phenomenological and aesthetic levels where building designs may embody 

Deaf ways of being. How could such designs — the hallmarks of which are open spaces, 

special attention to light, and curvilinear form — be welcoming and splendid designs for 

all humans?

These two projects mark only the beginning of a Gallaudet University that assumes 

a much larger role in the intellectual life of higher education. Through the lens of the 

particular phenomenology of a Deaf being-in-the-world, what other fi elds of inquiry 

and creative production could be transformed at their base? The fi rst and perhaps most 

signifi cant will be a more thorough and sustained investigation into Deaf/sign language 

fi lmmaking. What could all fi lmmakers learn from the insights and practices of those 

who live, think, and love in signed languages that bear homological affi nity to fi lm lan-

guage? One may ask, given such potential, why hasn’t Gallaudet produced more ac-

complished fi lmmakers? The answer to this question also contributed to the protests of 

2006. Jane Fernandes was widely criticized for effectively dismantling the fi lm produc-

tion program at Gallaudet. Given that fi lm is now the only way to document ASL, a lack 

of support for a fi lm program was interpreted as lack of support for the growth of ASL.

Part of the impatience on the part of protesters is the feeling that Gallaudet has 

been squandering its greatest resource, its raison d’être. With the appointment of Fer-

nandes, Gallaudet seemed poised to continue its lack of commitment to signed lan-

guages evident under the Jordan administration. Protesters thought that, by now, Gal-

laudet should have been been able to correct what Pierre Desloges described in 1779 

as a human irrationality: “I cannot understand how a language like sign language — the 

richest in expressions, the most energetic, the most incalculably advantageous in its 

universal intelligibility — is still so neglected and that only the deaf speak it (as it were). 

This is, I confess, one of those irrationalities of the human mind that I cannot explain.”12

For better or worse, there is a desire that the leader of Gallaudet University become the 

spokesperson, the surdus vox populi who would embody the future of deaf education 

through a fl uent and eloquent signed language — to demonstrate the academic benefits 

of signed language in deaf education nationally and internationally, and to instill in the 

cultural climate of America that Deaf people and their signed languages are largely mis-

understood and underutilized human resources. More than ever, the Deaf community 

senses the urgency to make the case, not only why America needs Gallaudet University, 

but why the world needs Deaf people and their signed languages.
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