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Foreword,

MERV GARRETSON

ow does one capture on the pages of a book the magic and ex-

citement of The Deaf Way Intemational Conference and Festival?

Nearly five years have passed since over 6,000 people from prac-

tically every corner of the world converged upon Washington,

D.C. the week of July 9-14, 1989, at Gallaudet University and the
Omni Shoreham Hotel. And still today, in 1994, the memories linger on.

The Silent News, a leading national monthly publication for deaf people, devoted
their entire September 1989 issue to The Deaf Way, replete with pictures and stories and
a three-inch headline on the front page: A W E S O M E. Immediately below was another
huge subhead: OVER 6,000 JAMMED 1ST WORLD “CONFEST.’ In providing tremen-
dous and comprehensive coverage of the extraordinary week, the publication’s Deaf
culture editor, Ann Silver, described the conference as a passport to the international
deaf world.

A crowning celebration of the success, skill, and artistry of deaf people, The Deaf
Way accentuated the cohesion and sense of identity of deaf people regardless of which
part of the world they might be from. Browsing through the papers that will appear in
this book reminds me that the events of that week in July continue even at this time
to live with crystal clarity in the minds and hearts of the participants and those with
whom they have shared this unique experience. It was a time of intense communication
and interaction at the Omni Shoreham, at Gallaudet University, and in the huge, color-
ful, fun-filled international festival tent on the Gallaudet campus. With a total disregard
for nationality, religion, and ethnicity, everyone melded into a magic celebration of joy,
self-identity, togetherness, and love.

In going through my files to prepare for this Foreword, I could not help recall-
ing the overwhelming detail and logistics that went on backstage during the planning
and implementation period. All of this would not have been possible without the 350
people who worked to bring The Deaf Way to fruition over a span of more than two
years. The original planning committee began its work in 1987 with the blessing of Gal-
laudet’s President Jerry C. Lee and Provost Catherine Ingold. The first chairman, Ed
Corbett, initiated the actual nitty gritty of launching the program, developing a logo
and laying the essential groundwork. An important step was setting up an exhibit in
Helsinki, Finland, in July 1987, during the tenth conference of the World Federation of
the Deaf (WFD). This early publicity helped to alert the 3,000 international WED par-
ticipants about the coming Deaf Way spectacle. Later, Corbett was to be succeeded by
Michael Karchmer [see Afterword], who continued the momentum until March 1988,
when newly appointed President 1. King Jordan asked me to take over for the next
sixteen months.
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Heavy responsibilities fell on a number of Gallaudet staff people, certainly on
program cochairpersons Carol J. Erting and Rachel Stone, who carried the charge of
identifying and contacting many of the widely diverse key people whose presenta-
tions appear in this book. Jane Norman spearheaded the festival portion, assisted by
Bob Hiltermann, Paul Singleton, Harvey Goodstein, and many other capable volun-
teers. Paul Kelly and Chuck Mann of Gallaudet’s administration and business division
provided outstanding service with campus coordination, made available needed fund-
ing, facilitated transportation arrangements, including provision of regularly scheduled
shuttlebuses between the Omni Shoreham and Gallaudet, set up campus tents, and
took care of many other on-campus necessities.

Annemarie Pittman of Courtesy Associates covered scheduling, registrations, hotel
reservations, and the complicated meeting room logistics at the Omni Shoreham Hotel.
Eli Savanick and Ethel Pacheco tended to the sticky and endless communications for
protocol, embassy clearance, translating of letters, and the always necessary diplomatic
contacts. Muriel Strassler assisted with publicity and the daily newsletter during the
conference. Extensive TV, captioning, and satellite support were provided through the
leadership of Marin Allen, chairperson of the Gallaudet TV Department, and her staff.
Roz Rosen, Jo Linder Crow, and others on the staff of Continuing Education assumed
responsibility for provision of nursing, medical, infirmary, and housing arrangements
for the artistic and theatrical performers arriving from the many participating coun-
tries. The intricacies of interpreting and translating fell under the province of Susan
Karchmer.

All of this required enormous expenditures. At times, the escalating costs placed
severe strains on President Jordan’s nervous system. The slow rate of registrations dur-
ing the early months was also a constant cause of concern and worry, but through it
all, President Jordan remained completely supportive and fully sensitive to the impor-
tance, impact, and magnitude of this endeavor. Regan Quinn met head-on the challenge
of finding funds to help meet expenses. Technical support was coordinated by Mal
Grossinger and his aides. Sue Mather worked on the host family program and, with
Al Couthen, looked after the children’s theater and other activities. And through all
the weeks and months of preparation, assistant coordinator Jean Lindquist manned the
Deaf Way office on two floors of the Gate House on the campus, keeping track of ex-
penditures, setting up appointments, arranging committee and other special meetings,
and meticulously following up on all detail work, frequently working far into the night.

To recall once more the magnitude of The Deaf Way and to share some of the
minutiae—eighty-one countries were represented; some 5,000 individuals were offi-
cially registered, plus a couple of thousand additional “walk-ons” who mingled with
participants in the lobby of the Omni Shoreham Hotel and on the Gallaudet campus;
there were 1,000 visual arts performers, 350 interpreters and translators, 16 plenary
speeches, 100 artistic performances, 75 film/video shows, 500 scholarly presentations,
and an additional 37 poster talks. In the Omni Shoreham’s main conference hall (the
Regency Ballroom) were three gigantic live video screens, one for instant captioning
and the others to make the signs of the interpreters more visible for people in the
back of the huge conference hall. Screens were also available in some of the larger
meeting rooms. Not to be overlooked was the unforgettable, glittering, starstudded,
opening night performance at the Lisner Auditorium, available through satellite TV for
simultaneous viewing at Gallaudet by an overflow crowd.

In addition to interested deaf and hearing participants, present at the conference/
festival were parents of deaf children, students, deaf and hearing scholars, researchers,
linguists, scientists, sociologists, psychologists, and educators. Major funding spon-
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sors were AT&T and Ronald McDonald Children’s Charities. Funding also came from
many other sources, including government agencies such as the National Endowment
for the Arts, foundations, individuals, and corporations like Coca Cola, and from Gal-
laudet University itself. The conference carried official endorsements from the United
States National Association of the Deaf and from the World Federation of the Deaf.
International signs were used everywhere, complemented by native signs used by per-
sonal interpreters brought by participants from their own countries. Voice translators in
French, Spanish, and English were available for those using headsets. Program high-
lights were broadcast via satellite to Europe and Scandinavia, South America, Canada,
and Central America.

The Deaf Way had become a veritable deaf Mecca, a most appropriate follow-up to
the Deaf President Now protest that had happened a year earlier, although the DPN
had not exactly been planned for! The moving spectacle of Senator Tom Harkin signing
his presentation during the opening ceremony brought tears to the eyes of many deaf
people from other nations who had never seen a top-ranking politician using their sign
language! The positive cultural, linguistic, and artistic talents of deaf people from every
corner of the world had come together to create a significant milestone in history.

To give a random sampling of some of the individual and group entertainers from
the festival side of The Deaf Way—Phyllis Frelich, Linda Bove, Lydece Campbell,
Ed Waterstreet, Yola Rozynek, Marlee Matlin, Terrylene, Gunilla Wagstrom-Lundqvist,
Howie Seago, Julianna Fjeld, Peter Wolf, Amnon Damti, Guy Wonder, Chuck Baird,
Tony McKnight, Bob Daniels . . . at campus theaters and the Omni Shoreham Hotel,
the multifaceted festival of national theaters of the deaf, the erotic Norwegian produc-
tion “Mirandolina’s Inn,” the National Theatre of the Deaf and its “King of Hearts,”
Bernard Bragg and Eugene Bergmann'’s "Tales from a Clubroom” . . . comedians Charlie
McKinney, Alan Barwiolek, Ricky Smith, the London deaf comedians . . . a mind-
boggling panorama of exhibits and fashion, slide, TV, and video shows . . . murals,
sculptures, stained-glass creations . . . mime performers, magicians, jugglers, artists,
sculptors, folk and professional dancers from the Philippines, Hawaii, Bulgaria, India,
Spain, Ecuador, SriLanka, Thailand, and other countries . . . children’s theaters—all
of these pervaded the campus, the Omni Shoreham, and the Smithsonian Museum
Discovery Theatre.

Today, the momentum continues. Mini-Deaf Way conferences have been held in
many parts of the United States and in other countries around the world across this time
span, especially during the month of September, designated as “deaf awareness month”
by the World Federation of the Deaf. Perceptions of deaf people and sign language have
become increasingly positive. The number of deaf administrators in education, indus-
try, and government has risen dramatically. Research and experimentation in a variety
of areas have gone into high gear. As another small instance of the continuing impact
after nearly five years, this year’s holiday cards from Dr. Dilip Deshmukh of India were
designed with a quotation from the opening ceremonies of The Deaf Way!

The week of July 9-14 in Washington was no tower of Babel. Deaf people have
an uncanny knack for communicating with each other, and they did so perfectly at
The Deaf Way, in spite of their diverse backgrounds. Most important of all, perhaps,
was the sense of peopleness that was everywhere prevalent. This book will provide, in
some measure, an enduring documentation of many of the formal presentations. But
above and beyond these serious overtones on the reality and vitality of deaf people,
on empowerment, advancement, pride, and self-identity, the week was a deaf Wood-
stock, an exhilarating and unbelievable extravaganza brimming with the wonder of
self-fulfillment and realization.
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CAROL J. ERTING

hat is the Deaf Way? For as long as Deaf! people have formed

communities, a Deaf way of life has been recognized by Deaf

people themselves. These patterns of behavior, attitudes, be-

liefs, and values have been referred to in American Sign

Language as “DEAF TEND (THEIRS)”? and in English as
the “Deaf world,” the “Deaf community,” or, more recently “Deaf culture.” It has taken
much longer for those who do not interact with Deaf people on a regular basis to see and
to begin to understand that there are, indeed, vibrant, intricately structured, and richly
elaborated Deaf cultures around the world. Perhaps they have been hidden from view
because of the traditional labels applied to Deaf people—handicapped, disabled, hearing
impaired—labels originating from a pathological, medical model rather than a cultural
one (Woodward, 1989). This book and the event during which these papers were first
presented are evidence that, after centuries of ignorance and oppression, things are
changing for Deaf and hearing people alike. Progress is not uniform across the globe,
and it is not always steady, but the Deaf Way—the language, culture, history, and art
of Deaf people—is beginning to be recognized as the valuable resource that it is. Deaf
people are eager to learn about their own heritage and take pride in their accomplish-
ments, and ever-increasing numbers of hearing people are excited about entering into
partnerships with them to work toward common goals.

Over a century ago, following the infamous Congress of Milan in 1880 (Lane, 1984;
Van Cleve and Crouch, 1989), the assault began in earnest against Deaf communities
and their sign languages. Oralism was proclaimed the only acceptable method for edu-
cating deaf children since, it was argued, deaf people could only participate in society,
develop morally and intellectually, and hold employment if they developed speech.
Furthermore, spoken language was promoted as more precise, more abstract, and the
only means by which equality with hearing people and communion with God could be
achieved. Sign language was viewed as limited to concrete references, too imprecise to
convey subtleties and nuances of thought, and incapable of promoting the development
of the soul. It was seen as an inferior language in evolutionary terms, unfit for civilized
human beings (Baynton, 1993). In addition, proponents of the oral method argued that

1In the introductory portions of this volume, the editors have used “deaf” with a lower case 4 as an adjective refer-
ring primarily to the audiological condition of hearing loss and “Deaf” with an upper case D as an adjective
referring to social groupings and cultural identifications arising from interactions among people with hearing
losses. This distinction was explained in greater detail by Erting and Woodward (1979). Use of this convention
in the papers in this volume occurs only when explicitly adopted by the authors.

2 This is an English gloss of signs from American Sign Language (ASL). Glosses are words from the written form
of a spoken language, written entirely in capital letters to indicate that they are to be regarded as approximate
translations of signs.
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signing served to set Deaf people apart from society and could not help them learn the
written language. These were but a few of the arguments used against the languages
and cultures of Deaf people during the Congress that, sadly, continue to be used today
by some members of the medical and educational establishment.

After the Congress of Milan deaf teachers were removed from the schools, and sign
language was banned in the majority of schools for deaf children. In the United States,
where Edward Miner Gallaudet, as President of Gallaudet College, was and continued
to be an influential opponent of pure oralism and where the National Association of the
Deaf had been established in the same year—1880—the effects of the resolutions passed
in Milan were somewhat attenuated. Deaf teachers were not totally eliminated from
schools; they were, however, usually assigned to teach older children who were labeled
“oral failures,” no longer pursuing academic subjects. Gallaudet College, then known as
the National Deaf-Mute College, continued to endorse sign language as the appropriate
way to teach deaf college students, although E. M. Gallaudet’s compromise with the
oralists earlier had resulted in his promotion of “the combined method”—oral educa-
tion for those deaf students for whom it was possible, education through sign language
for the rest. Gallaudet’s formidable opponent, Alexander Graham Bell, campaigned vig-
orously for oralism and assimilation and against sign language, intermarriage among
deaf people, and residential schools. Deaf leaders organized international congresses
to protest oralism and argue in favor of the combined system of instruction, wherein
manual language was used as the primary means for educating deaf children. Hearing
educators in favor of the oral method prevailed, however, and Deaf people were sys-
tematically denied access to their linguistic and cultural heritage and prevented from
determining their own destiny. By the 1960s in the United States, Deaf teachers who
had once comprised half of all teachers of deaf children were reduced to one-eighth of
the total, and most of them were teaching manual trades in a few schools (Lane, 1984;
Moores, 1987). In Europe, there were virtually no Deaf teachers in the schools.

Despite the suppression of the sign languages of Deaf communities by means of the
educational establishment after 1880, and in spite of efforts to prevent deaf people from
associating with one another, Deaf people around the world maintained their languages
and their communities. Sign languages were passed on from Deaf parents to their own
Deaf children and to other Deaf children at residential schools largely through inter-
action with their peers and the few Deaf adult employees of the schools. While sign
language was banned from the classroom, it was used freely in the dormitories and on
the playgrounds of residential schools the world over. Furthermore, Deaf people con-
tinued to socialize at their clubs, compete in deaf sports events, publish newspapers
and magazines, and work through associations to improve their lives (Van Cleve and
Crouch, 1989). Oralism, however, had taken its toll. Academic achievement of deaf chil-
dren was far from satisfactory, and Deaf people, by and large, thought of their language
and themselves as inferior and inadequate, as they had so often been told by those in
control of their education.

Then, in 1960, William Stokoe, a professor of English at Gallaudet College, pub-
lished his monograph entitled Sign Language Structure, claiming that the sign language
of Deaf Americans was indeed a language with a structure analogous in complexity
and richness to the structure of spoken languages yet essentially independent of them
(Stokoe, 1960). Stokoe was ridiculed for his position by deaf and hearing colleagues
alike, but he persisted in his work. In 1965, with support from the National Science
Foundation, the American Council of Learned Societies, and Gallaudet College, and
with the collaboration of two Deaf colleagues, he published A Dictionary of American
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Sign Language, the first dictionary of any sign language based on linguistic principles
(Stokoe, Casterline, and Croneberg, 1976). Stokoe’s work laid the foundation for a new
generation of linguistic studies of sign languages and Deaf communities as well as for
a new movement within the educational establishment to bring signing back into the
classroom. Deaf and hearing educators referred to this educational strategy as Total
Communication—an approach to educating deaf children that, in theory, incorporated
any and every means of communication available in order to teach the child (Denton,
1972; Holcomb, 1970). Sign systems, such as Signing Essential English (Anthony, 1971),
Signing Exact English (Gustason, Pfetzing, and Zawolkow, 1972), and Signed English
(Bornstein, 1975), were developed for use as tools for making English visible to deaf
children. In practice, American Sign Language, the language of the Deaf community,
was rarely used in the classroom, unless the teacher happened to be Deaf. More com-
monly, spoken English accompanied by signs for support, continued to be the language
of classroom instruction during the two decades that followed the publication of the dic-
tionary. A similar progression of events was occurring in European countries with the
advent of Signed Swedish (see Bergman, this volume; see Wallin, this volume), Signed
French, Signed Danish (see Hansen, this volume), and so on.

In 1974, Stokoe and his colleagues organized the first symposium on sign language
and the deaf community for the annual meeting of the American Anthropological Asso-
ciation. Although it was given a place on the program, only a handful of people attended
the symposium. The idea that Deaf people constituted a cultural and linguistic group
was still too new to attract the interest of social scientists. During the 1970s, while Total
Communication programs were gaining in popularity, a few Deaf and hearing linguists
and educators in the United States, Sweden, France, and Denmark began to argue for
models of bilingual education to be applied to the education of deaf children (Erting,
1978; Kannapell, 1974; Woodward, 1978; see Bergman, this volume; see Wallin, this vol-
ume; see Smith, this volume; see Hansen, this volume). They argued that the natural
sign languages of Deaf communities, rather than contrived sign systems designed for
the purpose of representing the spoken language, should be used in schools for deaf
children. Furthermore, they argued, Deaf teachers should be hired in much greater
numbers, not only to teach, but also to be positive role models for young deaf children.
A milestone was achieved in 1981 when Sweden became the first country to recognize
Swedish Sign Language as the first language of Deaf people in Sweden, and there-
fore the language to be used as the primary language in the schools for deaf children.
Swedish, declared the first foreign language of Deaf Swedes, was to be taught through
reading and writing (see Bergman, this volume; see Wallin, this volume).

At the same time that a handful of people were calling for use of the natural sign
languages of Deaf people in the classroom, a powerful movement for mainstreaming
“handicapped” children—including deaf children—into public school classrooms was
occurring. In 1975, the United States Congress enacted Public Law 94-142. This legis-
lation guaranteed all handicapped children the right to free and appropriate education
within “the least restrictive environment.” For deaf children, the latter was usually in-
terpreted to mean that their education should take place within the local school for
normally hearing children with such assistance as was deemed necessary through a
process that resulted in an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). One result of this legis-
lation and the ideology behind it was a decrease in enrollment of deaf children in
residential and special day schools. For many deaf children for whom sign language
is the preferred and only fully accessible language, the mainstreaming movement has
not provided “the least restrictive environment.” Instead, it has isolated deaf children
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from their peers, deprived them of adult Deaf role models, and prevented them from
acquiring American Sign Language during their formative years. Furthermore, educa-
tional achievement has not significantly improved (see Johnson, Liddell, and Erting,
this volume). A similar movement for integration of deaf children with their hearing
peers occurred in several countries of Western Europe during the late 1970s and 1980s
with similar results (e.g., see Corazza, this volume).

In 1987, a commission was established in the United States—and charged by the
United States Congress—with evaluating the current status of education for deaf chil-
dren nationwide. The conclusion of the Commission on Education of the Deaf (COED)
(1988) was that the educational system, in all of its forms, had failed to provide appro-
priate and acceptable levels of achievement for deaf children. They explicitly criticized
the system for failing to recognize and utilize American Sign Language and the Deaf
community as a resource for education:

Almost unrecognized is the Jegitimate status of American Sign Language (ASL)
as a full-fledged native minority language to which all of the provisions of the
Bilingual Education Act should apply. Also too seldom recognized is the need
for a deaf child to have other deaf children as part of his or her peer group, and
to be exposed to deaf adults. (1988, p. 9)

During the same year as the release of the COED report, an event occurred at Gal-
laudet University, the effects of which reverberated around the world. In March 1988,
Gallaudet students, supported by deaf and hearing faculty and staff and the deaf com-
munity, protested the selection of a hearing woman to become the president of their
university (see Malzkuhn et al., this volume). They closed down the campus and in-
sisted upon a reversal of the Board of Trustees’ decision, demanding that one of the two
deaf candidates for the presidency be selected and that the Board of Trustees be recon-
stituted with a deaf majority. The Deaf President Now (DPN) movement was successful,
and Dr. I. King Jordan was installed as Gallaudet University’s first deaf president. Presi-
dent Jordan’s message—"Deaf people can do anything except hear”—was heard by the
American people and their representatives in Congress, contributing to the enactment
of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, legislation designed to ensure full partici-
pation of disabled people in American society. DPN was widely covered by the media
during the week-long protest and, as numerous papers in this volume demonstrate, the
protest and President Jordan’s message inspired deaf people around the globe to work
for equality and access with renewed hope and an invigorated vision of themselves.

The eighties was a decade of empowerment for deaf people in the United States
and other countries such as Sweden and Denmark. It was also a period during which
the academic study of sign languages and Deaf communities spread from the few cen-
ters of scholarly activity that existed in the 1970s to numerous universities worldwide.
The idea for an international meeting to discuss and celebrate the accomplishments and
creativity of Deaf communities grew out of this context. Support from the Organization
of American States, a NATO postdoctoral fellowship, and Gallaudet had enabled me
to travel extensively in Latin America and Western Europe from 1982 to 1986, and dur-
ing those years I met countless Deaf people who—often against great odds—created
political, educational, social, and artistic programs to respond to the needs of their own
communities. I also met linguists, psychologists, sociologists, and other scholars who
were working with Deaf people to learn more about their languages and ways of life.
My wish was that deaf students and colleagues at Gallaudet could all share these en-
lightening international experiences. When I took the idea of a conference and festival
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built around the positive achievements of Deaf people back to Gallaudet, Dr. Michael
Karchmer, then assistant Dean of the Gallaudet Research Institute, immediately saw
the value and importance of such an endeavor. At the same time, the president of Gal-
laudet, Dr. Jerry Lee, was looking for a theme for an international meeting to be hosted
by the university. In the spring of 1987, the first meetings were held to begin planning
for this event.

At first, it was difficult to communicate our vision to others. We could see that we
were not conveying to them just how pioneering this international meeting had the
potential to be. We would build the event around a linguistic and cultural view of Deaf
people rather than a pathological view. Furthermore, we would create a state-of-the-art
event in terms of its accessibility to an international Deaf, hard of hearing, and hearing
audience. It would be planned by Deaf and hearing people working as partners: Deaf
people would assume the majority of leadership roles and would comprise the majority
of all committees. There would be both a conference and a festival so that participants
could experience the Deaf perspective through the arts and discuss and analyze their
experiences during conference sessions. For me as a cultural anthropologist, both ways
of knowing were essential, since participant-observation is the hallmark of anthropo-
logical fieldwork. The goal was for participants to come to know more about what it
means to be Deaf and what The Deaf Way is, and participants would include hear-
ing and deaf professionals, families with deaf family members, and grass-roots deaf
people. In addition, there would be a commitment to substantial international participa-
tion, ensuring that cross-cultural comparison of sign languages and Deaf communities
would be on-going. For the planners, that meant an early and continuing commitment
to interpretation in American Sign Language and International Sign as well as three
official spoken languages (English, Spanish, and French). It also meant accessibility for
all through technological advances such as video enhancement of presenters and inter-
preters by projection of their images onto large screens, the use of real-time captioning,
audio loops, and vibrating beepers for conference and festival staff.

What would we call this event? We struggled to find a name for it that would
capture the spirit and convey the sense of the event in American Sign Language and
English, French, and Spanish. I thought of a class I taught several years before when 1
had asked the Deaf members of the group to tell us how the concept of Deaf culture or
Deaf way of life was expressed in American Sign Language, prior to influence from the
English words “culture” or “world.” They agreed that the signs glossed as DEAF TEND
(THEIRS) and translated into English as “the way Deaf people tend to be, think, or do
things” expressed the concept of Deaf culture or Deaf way of life in American Sign Lan-
guage. “The Deaf Way,” signed as DEAF TEND (THEIRS) or simply DEAF (THEIRS),
seemed to be the perfect name, one that worked in both ASL and English.

It was an ambitious dream, and we would have to meet many challenges to make
the dream a reality. Perhaps the most difficult task was to find a way to pass our vision
to others. In the beginning, only a handful of people grasped the idea. One of the
difficulties was that the Deaf people who comprised the majority of the planning com-
mittees had never experienced this kind of power or control before at Gallaudet. I began
to realize, after months had gone by with few, if any program decisions, that no one
believed the planning would actually lead to results. Deaf people who had agreed to
serve on the program committees were excited about the idea but didn’t really believe
the event would materialize, not if they were the ones being asked to plan it.

Fortunately, the success of the Deaf President Now protest in March of 1988 changed
everything. Almost overnight, there was a new confidence and enthusiasm, a new
vision of what was possible. Planning proceeded, major donations from AT&T and
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Ronald McDonald’s Children’s Charities were received, and the mind-boggling logistics
of The Deaf Way were put in place. When we began, we were planning for an atten-
dance of five hundred; in the end, over 6,000 people from more than eighty countries
attended. Over 350 interpreters worked to provide access to conference and festival ac-
tivities, including 16 plenary sessions, 45 symposia, and over 200 smaller workshops,
panel discussions, demonstrations, and individual paper sessions. The Deaf Way began
on July 9, 1989 with an opening performance created especially for the event under the
direction of Jane Norman. The performance, a sculpture by Guy Wonder, and a mural
by Chuck Baird were commissioned for the Festival with support from the National
Endowment for the Arts. The conference took place during the mornings and early
afternoons, followed by Festival activities throughout the late afternoons and evenings,
where hundreds of Deaf actors, poets, mimes, dancers, magicians, storytellers, and
other deaf artists performed and exhibited their works on seven different stages. Confer-
ence papers, films, videos, performances, and more than 100 exhibits continued through
July 14th, and at the end of every evening, the International Deaf Club, an enormous
tent accommodating up to 1500 people, was the site of entertainment, reunions, and
new friendships in the making. A children and teen program, made possible by a dona-
tion from Ronald McDonald’s Children’s Charities, ran concurrently with the conference
so that young people could experience The Deaf Way, too.

The papers included in this volume were originally prepared for The Deaf Way
Conference. They represent approximately half of the total number of conference papers
(more than 300) and include the sixteen invited plenary addresses. Forty-one countries
are represented, with 34 percent of the papers written by authors from the United States
and 37 percent by authors from Western Europe, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.
The remaining 29 percent come from Asia, Africa, South America, Eastern Europe, and
the Middle East. The majority of the authors are deaf (over 60 percent), distributed
across all of the regions of the world represented in the volume.

In selecting the papers for the book, the editors confronted a number of challenges.
First, not all presenters provided us with written papers. Those who did had written
them in a variety of formats ranging from completed, scholarly texts to one-page out-
lines of main points. Some of the conference presentations we considered essential to
include were not in written form at all but, because they were recorded on videotape
during The Deaf Way Conference, we were able to create a paper from this visual and/
or auditory record. Secondly, we considered how well each paper represented the main
themes of the conference: culture, language, history, and the arts of deaf communities.
While our goal was to be inclusive, it was logistically impossible to publish all of the
papers. Therefore, we decided that papers focused more narrowly and those related to
curriculum design, for example, even though they might have been excellent papers,
would not be candidates for inclusion.

Third, there is the translation issue—and that deserves special attention. We re-
ceived written papers in English, French, and Spanish. If the author were deaf, it is
likely that the paper was first formulated in sign language and then translated, perhaps
more than once, so that it could appear in one of the three conference languages. Papers
in French and Spanish were then translated to English. If the presentation were tran-
scribed from a videotape and the presenter were deaf, the camera was usually focused
on the international sign interpreter with an audio track of one of the spoken language
interpreters. For example, Jean-Frangois Mercurio, a Deaf Frenchman, made his presen-
tation in French Sign Language. The audio track of the videotape picked up the Spanish
translator’s voice and the camera was focused, most of the time, on the international
sign interpreter. In addition, he was referring to a videotape of his daughter that was
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not visible on our videotape of his presentation. In order to reconstruct his presenta-
tion—one we knew to be of great interest to many Deaf Way participants—a Spanish
interpreter’s words were transcribed, translated into English, compared with the inter-
national sign version for clarification and verification, and edited. Then we sent for the
videotape Mercurio had presented at the conference so that we could make sense of his
references to it and selected illustrative frames for accompanying photographs. Finally,
we sent the paper we had produced to France for approval.?

While this case is an especially complicated one, it illustrates the complexities in-
volved in this editing project. It also serves to remind the reader that errors have
probably occurred along the way, even though we have taken a number of precautions
to prevent mistranslations and misinterpretations. Most of the papers went through
several rounds of editing by different persons. To ensure that we had not drifted from
the intended meaning of the presenter, we compared the original version of the paper,
realizing that the “original” was often a translation itself, with the edited version. After
those changes were made (each paper usually needed a few adjustments), papers were
sent out to authors for approval. Unfortunately, we were unable to translate our English
versions into any other languages so the authors either had to trust our judgment or
find an English speaker to help them review the paper.

Our intent throughout this process was to preserve the “voice” of the author to the
extent possible while rendering the ideas in standard written English. Readers may be
struck by the lack of consistency in terminology and style and the lack of documentation
in the scientific sense in many of these papers. Some authors are academics—histo-
rians, anthropologists, linguists, psychologists, sociologists, psychiatrists; others are
professional educators, interpreters, actors, counselors, artists, librarians; and many are
members of local Deaf communities whose message is derived from the lived experience
of the Deaf Way in their everyday lives. It is important to remember the linguistically
and culturally varied experiences these papers represent. In other words, they are pre-
sented by particular persons from specific cultures expressing themselves in a variety
of specific languages at a particular point in time. We, as editors, had relatively little ac-
cess to this contextual information for each paper, making the interpretation of meaning
difficult at times. Nevertheless, we decided that it was more valuable to provide access
to the diversity of “voices” represented through these papers and risk some error than
to leave the task undone and the papers unpublished.

One editorial decision deserves special mention. In recent years in the United States
and subsequently elsewhere, it has become customary to refer to Deaf people as mem-
bers of a socially constructed visual culture by using an upper case letter “D” and to
the audiological condition of hearing impairment with the lower case letter “d” (Ert-
ing and Woodward, 1979; Woodward, 1972). Some of the authors in this volume used
this convention in their papers; others did not, even though they were clearly distin-
guishing between culturally and audiologically deaf individuals. We chose to allow the
authors’ usage to remain rather than impose one standard on all papers. Our feeling
was that use or the nonuse of the “D/d” distinction carried meaning and was a part of
the particularity of each paper that we did not wish to destroy.

We realize that these papers will only be accessible to readers of English and,
therefore, many deaf individuals as well as large sections of the potential international
audience will not be able to read them. ldeally, we would have made this volume as
accessible as The Deaf Way itself was, through video as well as print, and in several

3 This is one of several papers in this volume—including, notably, those by Guy Bouchauveau and Alberto Paliza
Farfan—that reached their final edited form primarily as a result of the efforts of Robert Clover Johnson.
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different spoken and signed languages. Financial constraints made translations and
videotaped versions impossible; in addition, video footage from The Deaf Way Con-
ference was technically uneven and only exists for plenary presenters and symposia.
Recognizing the limitations inherent in an English-only print version of the papers, we
nevertheless felt it was important to disseminate the material, even in this monolingual,
single-channel format, in hopes that it will be useful to Deaf people, hearing and deaf
professionals, students of Deaf culture, and families of deaf individuals.

The Deaf Way was an event whose time had come. The statement it made, reflected
in the papers in this book, was long overdue—Deaf people are able, creative, and pro-
ductive citizens of the world who long for equal treatment and equal access to society’s
institutions. All too often they are discriminated against out of ignorance and preju-
dice, and they live as an oppressed people. The Deaf Way was liberating for many. It
was common for Deaf attendees to comment that they hadn’t realized that Deaf people
could achieve so much and that they would go back to their own countries inspired and
determined to accomplish their goals. From what we have learned, that is exactly what
happened and continues to happen today. As several colleagues around the world have
noted, The Deaf Way has become a reference point, even for Deaf people who did not
attend. It set a standard for accessibility, respect, pride, and perhaps most of all, cele-
bration of a rich heritage and the determination to improve life for Deaf people around
the world.
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I. KING JORDAN

elcome to all of you assembled today for this extraordinary
meeting of deaf people and others who want to share in
our community. Welcome, also, to the satellite audience who
will be sharing our discussions and our festival activities
throughout the week.

We are making history together. We are adding to the rich heritage of Deaf culture
throughout the world. Last night we began our celebration of deaf talent, and today we
will look at ourselves carefully to see how far we have come. We will set agendas for
future research and inquiry, and we will present an Artistic Manifesto from deaf artists.
We will be proudly displaying the talents, insights, and creativity of deaf performers
and artists of all media and all ages. More than 300 performers will demonstrate how
the alert eyes and experienced souls of deaf people create art.

We are building signposts to help the world know us, to mark where we are today
and the distance we have come. We are building signposts as points of reference for
where we are going as a world community of deaf and hard of hearing people.

We have a rich and complex history. Many times people interested in deafness have
convened. Some of these conferences have become very important to us. One such con-
ference took place in 1880 in Milan, Italy, an infamous conference in which deaf people’s
points of view were willfully excluded. Thank heavens, we are no longer at the Congress
of Milan! This is 1989, and this is The Deaf Way! When the Milan Congress met, there
were 164 members present, representing eight countries. This morning, we have more
than 5,000 people, and we represent more than seventy-five countries. Highlights of
this week will be seen daily in Europe and Scandinavia by satellite, and specials will be
aired in South America and Central America to all of the Gallaudet Regional Centers,
and in parts of Canada.

It is interesting to compare our meeting here with meetings that happened before.
Look, for example, at the congress that took place in Paris September 23-30, 1878. A
total of twentyseven people attended.

I believe that one of those twenty-seven, the representative from Sweden, would
have marveled at the Swedish television crew here to take images back to show on pro-
grams designed for deaf viewers. I know that he would have been astonished at the
satellite images of our meetings that will be shown back home in Sweden. Today, we
are a community, a community of people who reach out to people of any age, with any
degree of hearing loss: people who sign, people who speak, and people who both sign

Note: This address was the opening presentation at The Deaf Way Conference and Festival, presenled on Monday morning,
July 10, 1989. to an immedinle audience of more than 5,000 people and an even larger satellite audience.
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and speak; people who were born deaf and people who became deaf later in life; and
people who are not deaf but who still share in the lives of deaf people.

As ] was looking back over the proceedings of the famous Milan Congress, I noted
that the meeting included questions to be deliberated that were divided into four major
topics: Building and Furniture, Instruction, Methods, and Special Questions. Some of
the special questions were “What are the professions generally followed by the deaf
and dumb? What do they follow most advantageously? May new careers be offered to
them?” To those who wrote those questions, I answer more than 100 years later with a
reverberating “Deaf people can do anything! Deaf people can do anything!”

As | thumb through this week’s extensive program—with more than 500 papers
and performances—I know that this week will become a touchstone, a place that deaf
people will look back on and use as a standard of comparison. All of the congresses
are part of our history, part of the process we have shared as deaf people in the world
community. Each international event has been a signpost.

The Deaf Way is one more signpost. It is also a good touchstone because The Deaf
Way is inclusive. We are using every possible technology and every known language
strategy to make this week fully accessible to every person who comes. The logistics
of this undertaking were extremely challenging. The sign language interpreting will
involve more than 300 interpreters. The voice interpreting for Spanish, French, and
English requires another fifty interpreters. To train these interpreters, we conducted a
special workshop and retreat. Arrangements for housing and the construction of sets
has kept us very busy. Performers began to arrive in mid-June. Imagine, if you will,
the detailed planning necessary to arrange for things such as loop systems, vibrating
beepers, large screens, and captioning and standards-conversion for satellite broadcast.

Along with the technological planning has been planning for the best way to
present, light, and place art objects of great beauty and importance and the best ways to
schedule all of the challenging scholarly papers and encourage international dialogue.

We are extremely grateful for the wonderful support of our major corporate spon-
sors, Ronald McDonald Children’s Charities (RMCC ) and AT&T. Not only did RMCC
and AT&T give us significant financial support, they have given us constant advice and
counsel in all the areas in which they have so many years of experience and knowledge.
Professionals from their staffs were able to guide us and to anticipate solutions to prob-
lems. AT&T and RMCC have also added to the visual effectiveness of every area of the
hotel and campus and to the accessibility of many of our events.

We are also indebted to the National Endowment for the Arts, The Coca-Cola Foun-
dation, the Smithsonian Institution, The National Gallery of Art, the Corcoran Gallery
of Art, the Capital Children’s Museum, the Voluntary Fund for the United Nations
Decade of Disabled Persons, the Organization of American States, the United States
Department of State, The Discovery Channel, and many other individuals and group
sponsors. I hope you will take a few minutes to read through pages 64 and 65 of the
program book to see how many contributors have made this week possible through
their gifts of money, time, and imagination to The Deaf Way.

We are especially proud that we received the endorsement of the World Federation
of the Deaf and the National Association of the Deaf for the conference and festival
celebrating deaf talent and knowledge.

The Deaf Way is the work product of almost every person on the Gallaudet Univer-
sity campus. The motivation, enthusiasm, and commitment of our Gallaudet University
students, faculty, and staff have been inspiring. Over the past year we have talked about
excellence at Gallaudet and how to make it accessible and visible. The Deaf Way is a
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tangible, accessible, and visible demonstration of the excellence that is within the Deaf
community.

For many years, we at Gallaudet have discussed the notion of hosting a large, inter-
national conference in Washington, D.C. We envisioned this as an opportunity for deaf
people to know what was happening in our communities in every corner of the world.
Researchers, scholars, and performers from Gallaudet visited with their colleagues in
other countries, and as they learned more, the vision of a major conference grew larger.
The concept became a large, international, academic conference. It became clear to us,
however, that to share truly in the international deaf experience, all of the elements of
Deaf culture needed to be present, and the idea of a festival was born.

Rather than excluding controversy, this conference will invite it. Rather than ex-
cluding variety, this festival will nurture it. Rather than excluding differing philosophies
within the community, this conference will examine them. The Deaf Way is about ac-
cessibility, inclusion, and advocacy. The Deaf Way is about celebration. The Deaf Way
is about freedom of expression. The Deaf Way will be a touchstone for future meetings
of deaf people around the globe.

This week, we are placing science and art side by side. We are observing and dis-
cussing our observations. We are presenting research, and we are sharing insights and
aspirations. We will look at what is universal and what is not. Deaf, hard of hearing,
and hearing people have traveled here from more than seventy-five nations around the
world, and each has brought a unique definition of what is meant by The Deaf Way.

When your registrations began to arrive, we started to color a map of the world
indicating which countries were represented. I am delighted to say that on that map not
much is left uncolored. It is our sincere hope that at the end of the week, the world will
have been deeply touched by the experiences we have had together here.

All of us have known the experience of walking in an unfamiliar city signing and
having a stranger approach and ask, “Are you deaf?” “Yes,” we answer, “l am.” We are
then given the time and place the deaf club meets because we are not really strangers
to one another.

On the Gallaudet campus we will create an International Deaf Club. The Interna-
tional Deaf Club tent will hold 1,500 people and will be an excellent place to share our
cultures, to laugh, and to enjoy the company of old friends and new ones. With people
from more than seventy-five countries here, the club will be a good place to practice
and improve our international signs.

Last night, more than 100 actors and dancers from around the world gave us a spec-
tacular opening for our events of the week. Today, the scholars will have an opportunity
for exchange.

The Deaf Way is more than a conference, more than a festival. More than captions
or gestures, more than signs vs. voice, deaf vs. hearing, more than metaphors for sound
or for silence. The Deaf Way brings us a new confidence rooted in a week-long dem-
onstration of renewed spirit, common experience, and the abilities and the aspirations
of deaf people. The Deaf Way is a touchstone and a signpost for where we are in 1989,
Enjoy! Argue! Deliberate! Appreciate The Deaf Way!
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his section contains contributions by twenty-eight deaf and eight hearing
authors representing deaf communities in twenty different nations. It is pri-
marily a view from the inside—in anthropological terms, an emic perspec-
tive—created to inform others, both deaf and hearing, about Deaf life as
these authors experienced it in their own countries, in 1989. The papers de-
rive their meaning not only from within, but also from the juxtaposition of each with
the others, just as lives lived in communities are made richer and more meaningful
through relationship with the whole. Insiders’ views are presented alongside etic, or
outside, perspectives from anthropologists, sociologists, and other hearing supporters
of the Deaf community. The major themes of the section are discernible in the first
four papers, while the remaining papers flesh out those themes with details of place,
circumstance, and specific culture.

Paddy Ladd (England), begins this section by defining Deaf culture as a way of
life, a shared perspective, based on knowing the world primarily through vision and
suffering oppression at the hands of the hearing majority. Sign language, inextricably
linked with Deaf culture, is the most visible and important manifestation of this visual
life, and it is still largely unrecognized as a viable language by deaf and hearing people
alike. Furthermore, since over 90 percent of all deaf children are born to hearing par-
ents, transmission of the culture from one generation to the next does not occur in the
usual way, within the family, but instead primarily through the peer group. Ladd argues
that deaf people have the right to be bicultural, but oralism, the prevailing educational
philosophy since 1880, has denied them this right by suppressing the recognition of
Deaf culture. He calls upon deaf people self-consciously to work to rebuild, enhance
and preserve their weakened culture, especially within the schools, which they should
develop into deliberate models of Deaf culture. Recognizing the diversity within deaf
communities and the differences among Deaf cultures around the world, Ladd calls for
a comparative approach to research. He also challenges deaf people worldwide to build
on the embryo of the international Deaf culture, demonstrating for the rest of the world
the effects of a spirit of cooperation, rather than the prevailing international tone of
ethnic and national strife.

In the next two papers, M. ]. Bienvenu (United States) and Guy Bouchauveau
(France) discuss the ways in which the culture of deaf people is revealed in their humor.
Perhaps most striking is the way in which the study of this domain reveals the cen-
tral role played by vision in the lives of deaf people. Deaf humor, Bouchauveau points
out, is based on visual logic, inspired by visual images, and it is often capable of tran-
scending national cultural boundaries when deaf people from different countries come
together. It does not translate well into spoken language, however, since its foundation
is in shared Deaf experience, and, most critically, expression through sign language.
That experience, Bienvenu points out, is shaped by seeing, the inability to hear, sign
language, and oppression by hearing people.

Edward T. Hall (United States), an anthropologist specializing in the study of non-
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verbal communication, argues that since the nonverbal component of culture is 80 to 90
percent of human communication, deaf people have developed a culture that is more
in tune with their organism than are the cultures of hearing people. He describes Deaf
culture as a mood-sensitive, high-context culture, one whose members share a deep
and rich information base. Along this dimension, it stands in sharp contrast to the
dominant American culture, which is an analytical, low-context culture—one that im-
plicitly denies the existence of the Deaf culture and tends to view sign language as a
degraded form of the spoken language. Hearing culture, in other words, is essentially
blind to Deaf culture, just as all cultures are blind to other cultures, especially the tacit
dimension that operates outside of awareness. Hall argues that only an increase in self-
awareness will solve the problem. However, he suggests that studying Deaf culture
will provide new insights into problems faced by other ethnic and minority groups as
they interact with each other globally and promises to contribute to improved ethnic
relations worldwide.

The next four papers address the topic of Deaf identity. Breda Carty (Australia) calls
for research on how deaf people learn what it means to be Deaf, comparing and con-
trasting the experiences of Deaf children from Deaf families with those of deaf children
from hearing families. She presents a six-stage working model of the process of identity
formation and suggests it be used as a framework to elicit stories from deaf people about
their experiences. Barbara Kannapell (United States) emphasizes the complexity of the
topic and contrasts the views of educators and other hearing professionals with those of
the Deaf community. She proposes researchers ask how Deaf people see themselves in
terms of language identity, personal identity and social identity, in order to understand
better what constitutes cultural identity among Deaf people. Rachel Stone and Lynn
Stirling (United States) conducted interviews with deaf children of Deaf and hearing
parents. Their results suggest that deaf children with hearing parents and Deaf children
with Deaf parents are learning different values related to their identity as Deaf people in
their families. These authors suggest that deaf children with hearing parents are more
ambivalent and have a more difficult time accepting their identity as Deaf people than
Deaf children who have Deaf parents. In the fourth paper, Larry Coleman and Kathy
Jankowski (United States) describe the role of folklore and Deaf storytellers in Deaf cul-
ture, particularly in building positive attitudes toward Deaf identity and pride in the
heritage of Deaf people.

Following these eight papers from Western Europe and the United States, the
focus shifts to descriptions of deaf communities in Asia, Africa, Latin America, Eastern
Europe, Ireland, Quebec, and Australia. Repeatedly these authors point to the negative
attitudes of the larger societies in which they live as being more handicapping to deaf
people than the physical difference of not hearing. Because of these attitudes, arising
from ignorance or indifference, deaf people are excluded from full participation in the
majority culture and denied access to appropriate education, a full range of employ-
ment opportunities, and other benefits society has to offer. These circumstances have
led to widespread discrimination against deaf people as well as oppression of their
sign languages and cultures. Isolated in hearing families where there is usually little
communication with parents or siblings, deaf people turn to each other for support,
community, and full access to communication through sign language. It is with other
deaf people that they share a common bond and have a vision of the future, and it is
not only their own Deaf community they identify with and look to for support. They
also call upon what Anwar Shamshudin (Pakistan) refers to as the “deaf nation” around
the world to come to the aid of deaf people everywhere, and in doing so, as Simmons
suggests, become a model of cross-cultural cooperation for all peoples.
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Clearly the papers reveal diversity both within and among Deaf cultures. As Kam-
pol Suwanarat (Thailand), Michiko Tsuchiya (Japan), Patrick Devlieger (Kenya), Robert
Simmons (South Africa), and others illustrate, it is important to understand the socio-
cultural context within which each Deaf culture exists, including the national culture,
since the Deaf culture of a particular nation and the attitudes of its hearing people
toward deaf individuals will be influenced by the cultural values and social institutions
of the larger society. Robert E. Johnson’s (United States) description of a traditional
Yucatec-Mayan village where hearing people know and use the sign language of the
deaf villagers is the most striking illustration of this principle. In sharp contrast to the
rest of this section, we see deaf individuals who have nearly full access to the economic
and social life of the community. With this exception, however, the most striking thing
about these papers are the similarities in what deaf people have suffered at the hands
of the majority, in their resourcefulness in combating prejudice and oppression, and in
the solutions called for by these authors. Antonio Campos de Abreu (Brazil), Miguel
Santillan (Ecuador), and Trude Dimmel (Austria), among others, emphasize that it has
been the Deaf clubs and associations as well as the residential schools that have pre-
served Deaf culture and sign language, and they call for these institutions, under Deaf
leadership, to lead the way into the future. Papers throughout this section proclaim
that deaf people must take responsibility for educating each other about their language
and culture, and they must organize in their struggle to gain recognition of their sign
language, their rights, and their abilities, including their ability to teach in schools using
their own language.
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PADDY LADD

y subject, deaf culture, is enormous, and space is limited, so I

won’t be able to qualify my examples as carefully as I would like

and will therefore be overgeneralizing. Most of my illustrations

will be from the Western World (especially Britain), so I hope you

will think of your own examples and make notes of where your
experiences differ. In my view, it is ultimately by comparing our various experiences
that we will begin to build a clear picture of what deaf culture is. Third World countries
especially will have a big role to play in the development of a composite picture of deaf
culture in future years.

In England, many hearing people think that culture is the special province of mem-
bers of the upper class: their way of life, their houses, their artistic interests (opera,
theater, and so on). These people even try to distinguish themselves from other groups
and other classes by calling themselves “cultured.” But this definition of culture is both
narrow and false. In the largest and truest sense, culture means the way of life of a
group of people: their way of looking at the world, their beliefs, the things they create,
the stories they tell. The way the upper class in England lives is only one example of one
form of culture. It is certainly not the only way of living, nor is it necessarily a better
way than those ways by which other groups of people live.

One of the most difficult things about studying culture is that most of the time
people are not aware that they have it. Culture, in other words, tends to be an implicit
rather than an explicit part of their lives. People regard the way they do things as “just
the way we live.” If you say to many deaf people, for instance, that “storytelling is a
big part of your culture,” they will look at you very strangely. Often, they are not even
aware that they tell stories. But at the deaf club, they do it every night.

One unfortunate consequence of culture’s implicit nature is that people come to
believe that their way of life is the only way to live. Thinking this way leads to efforts to
impose a dominant group’s way of life on other groups. The white man has been espe-
cially guilty of this in the last 300 years, a well-known example being the concept of “the
white man’s burden,” now generally regarded as extremely suspect, but once widely
accepted in England as a justificaiton for the imposition of British rule and British ways
on the natives of India and other nations.

Today, clever politicians use widely accepted cultural values to manipulate people
when they know rational arguments will fail. Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan,
for instance, have done this superbly in the 1980s. It is done by presenting a political
agenda as a cultural necessity. For example, capitalism tries to deny its political goal of
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benefiting the rich and mighty by promoting the idea that everyone must struggle to
improve his or her “standard of living,” which really means that people should buy or
aspire to buy lots of consumer goods they may not genuinely need.

Again, because culture is implicit, people who do not have power in their societies
are vulnerable to having their way of life threatened by those who do. They may be
viewed as less than complete human beings if they keep to their own ways. In my opin-
ion, those in power tend to resist the idea of studying cultures for fear that those not in
power will begin to realize that things don’t have to be done in one particular way, and
this realization might encourage them to rebel. The powerful are aided in this tendency
to resist understanding the true nature of culture by the unwillingness of humans to
believe that they behave in predictable ways, like animals, with mating rituals and so
on. People often prefer to think that they have no choice: “It is just the way things are,”
they say. This belief allows these people to carry on with a quiet life, as if nothing can
be done to change things.

All of the above are relevant when we look at deaf culture, a way of life that has
been suppressed or discredited in every country in the world. And yet, we do not have
to look very far to find proof of our culture. When we get together, for instance, we use
our language, a language as fine as any that comes from the mouth. When you first see
deaf people, you see them signing. That’s how you know they are deaf. The two cannot
be separated. A group doesn’t have to have its own language to have a culture, but if it
does have one, then it definitely has got its own culture too!

Sign languages have been suppressed, yet many of us deaf people lead happy lives,
with some pride. How have we done that? Through our language and culture. If you
look at people who are deafened later in life, you see how miserable their lives are.
They may be no more or less deaf than we, audiologically, yet while we are connected
through our language and culture, they are cut off from the society with which they
identify. What keeps us from their fate is our togetherness, our way of life built around
our language. Each of us knows the feeling of coming out of darkness into a place of
warmth and light. That is the feeling 1 associate with each deaf person’s discovery of
sign language and the deaf community. Once we and others recognize the value of our
language, then we are on the road toward the discovery and appreciation of our culture.

One of the reasons deaf culture tends to be unrecognized is that societies generally
think about deafness in terms of the inability to hear sounds. In Britain, for example,
deafness is constantly described as “not hearing the birds sing.” The view of most hear-
ing cultures, in fact, is that deafness means something is missing. This view tends to
be so strongly held that the obvious is overlooked: Sound is not the barrier. It is only
when sound is used for spoken language that barriers go up. What prevents our being
integrated into hearing cultures is our not being fully able to use the spoken form of
their language. Even if we can write it, we can’t follow spoken conversation with our
parents, workmates, or anyone. Nor can we follow speech on telephones, television,
radio, the cinema, theater, or public meetings. Obviously, these are more important
things than birds singing. Until we are recognized as a minority group with our own
distinct language, the importance of our abilities—as opposed to our inabilities—will
remain hidden, along with the concept of deaf culture.

Social attitudes are made much worse by the power of the medical profession. Doc-
tors tend to see deaf people as defective hearing people and to resist accepting the
concept that we have a language and culture. We all have experienced the power exerted
by the medical profession on deaf people; for example, the medical perspective has—
to varying degrees in different countries—drastically affected our ability to get jobs as
teachers, to become drivers, or to be understood as having our own rights of access
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to the telephone. It is hard to remember that medical people were once valuable in
establishing that deaf people were not, by definition, insane!

Of course, deaf people have been identified as “disabled,” and that is at least tech-
nically correct. In fact, there are some important reasons for us to accept this view
of deafness. If we totally reject this concept, we can be viewed as collaborating with
nondisabled people in oppressing those with disabilities. But we are also significantly
different from most disabled groups because of our language and culture. We are able
to walk and find our way around the world and to emerge from our villages and tribes
to become what truly appears to be a worldwide society.

Although many disabled groups dream of a physical cure for their disability, such
a dream is inconceivable to most people who have grown up deaf. If we could hear
tomorrow, we wouldn’t want to. We wouldn’t want to become hearing people, because
inside we are deaf. Our minds are deaf. This sense of identity has come from seeing
the world in a different way, shaped by our language and culture. A simple example
of how deaf people as a group differ from other disabled groups can be seen when we
look at the heart of deaf culture: deaf parents with deaf children. The positive value we
deaf people give to having deaf children of our own marks us as different.

Unfortunately, however, because 90 percent of deaf people have hearing families,
it is difficult to “prove” that deaf culture exists. After all, if the very people who gave
birth to us are not of us, nor are we of them, this threatens the whole concept of family.
The family is generally where we absorb the main culture, and as long as deaf culture is
not fully recognized, we are subconsciously torn: We believe that the family, somehow,
is the norm. The truth, of course, is that we are bicultural. Our parents, too, have the
chance to become part of our community. Thanks to oralism, however, this basic right
is nothing more than a pipedream for all too many of us.

The British National Union of the Deaf (NUD), by the way, found under Article
27 of the United Nations (U.N.) Charter of Civil and Political Rights a statement that
people who belong to linguistic minorities should not be denied the right to use their
own language or enjoy their own culture. If this principle were generally accepted and
implemented, the NUD observed, oralism would be wiped out immediately! However,
when the NUD examined the U.N. Charter of Rights of the Child for references to chil-
dren with disabilities, it found merely the following: “The child who is physically . . .
handicapped shall be given the special treatment, education, and care required by his
particular condition.” There is nothing in this statement to help stop oralism or protect
sign language and deaf culture.

So, if we look carefully, we can see both the culture that we have and the reasons
for its not being recognized. That culture is simply not so strong as we would like it to
be, because of the oppression it has suffered. It is not so strong as it was 100 years ago,
for example. Before we can strengthen it, we have to become conscious of it. The more
we talk about the Deaf Way, and the more we think about it, the more we can change
it, improve it, build on it.

One of the hardest things to explain is the concept of the deaf mind. Something hap-
pens when we are very small. Cut off from meaningful sound or language, our brains
compensate. They make sense of the world in a different way, a visual way. When we
meet a deaf child or a foreign deaf person in the street, something happens deep inside.
We can understand the person, not just because we can communicate, or because “we
know how it feels to be deaf, poor thing.” It is something deeper inside, a place where
we switch to understand how deaf people see the world.

If we need to prove the existence of a shared deaf perspective, the answer may lie
in the fact that most sign languages seem to have similar grammatical structures. This
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is not so for spoken languages at all! These similarities suggest that the visual medium
has neurolinguistic determinates. More work needs to be done on this subject, particu-
larly by deaf people, who can describe the phenomenon from experience. We need to
make the remarkable fit between deaf people and sign language more clearly evident
and visible. The results of such work will have immense implications for education, for
instance.

Deaf culture has been kept alive by the deaf offspring of deaf parents. Who knows
where we would be without that 10 percent? The fact that deaf culture is formed in the
schools and learned from other children is highly unusual. It makes me wonder how
much stronger deaf culture would be if deaf adults were allowed to shape it more fully.
Some deaf families are known to go back as many as seven generations, as far back as
the time of the French Revolution, to a time when deaf education itself was new. We
could learn so much more if we were better able to see the progression of deaf culture
from generation to generation.

But deaf history has to a great extent been denied existence, largely because deaf
people have been regarded as medically impaired individuals rather than as members
of a cultural group. Characteristics of the deaf community itself have been a factor also,
in that sign language can’t be written down and that too little use has been made of
film. It is regrettable that the deaf community’s historical record is so incomplete, par-
ticularly in light of the fact that without history, a culture is severely weakened. We
need to do much work in finding and preserving our history. History is culture, after
all, as 1 found out for sure when a group of us saw Harlan Lane talk in Rome five years
ago, describing French deaf history. Some of us, including the interpreter who had deaf
parents, found ourselves crying! While we need to figure out what made us cry, I know
that much of it had to do with our sense of the importance for deaf people of learning
about our collective past.

Luckily, you can find out a lot about our history from deaf magazines, which in
many countries go back as far as 150 years. Reading these magazines can give you a
sense of how deaf people thought and felt in the past, especially if the magazines had
deaf editors.

One reason some people have difficulty seeing the deaf community as a cultural
group is that we don’t have our own religion, cook special foods, or build special build-
ings. But it is hardly necessary for us to be special in those areas for us to call ourselves
a culture. Through sign language, for instance, our culture has created its own art. It
has even created new art forms like sign poetry, sign song, and deaf theater. It has been
heavily damaged by oralism, but it exists still. Our culture will only be as healthy as its
deaf art is healthy, for art helps to focus change and growth in societies.

The importance of sign language has already been discussed, and the more deaf
researchers there are, the more likely it will be that deaf culture can be described from
the perspective of those who know and use this language. It seems ridiculous to note
that in 1823, the major British oralist, Watson, fully accepted that British Sign Language
(BSL) is a language, and yet in 1989 we are still struggling to convince the British deaf
people who use it of that fact!

As for buildings, we may not have special buildings, but we have built and kept
alive clubs, schools, associations, sports organizations, and even political structures. All
that is deaf culture; that’s the roof of the deaf world we live in. The more we compare
these elements of the deaf world to mainstream culture, the clearer our different cul-
tural identity becomes. In fact, one example of the uniqueness of deaf culture is being
made apparent here at The Deaf Way. In spite of our international origins, we seem to
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be more of a united cultural group than could ever be said of a comparable international
assembly of hearing people.

How we behave—the moral and social codes of our society—also is culture. People
find it hard to believe we have such behavioral codes, but of course we do. Often these
codes differ from those of hearing people. Deaf and hearing people, for instance, have
quite different behavioral patterns regarding physical contact. In our culture, we are
aware of things like sitting opposite rather than next to people, and of our use of periph-
eral vision. But how many of us are aware that we hug and touch each other more than
hearing people?

Another behavioral difference [ have noticed is that British deaf women appear to
be “stronger,” on average, than hearing women in one way or another. I also notice
that they swear more. This may be partly because they do not receive the same intense
brainwashing hearing women do about “femininity.” These differences are worthy of
study because British deaf women are still discriminated against by British deaf men
for reasons that need to be better understood.

We need to describe and become aware of these and other behavioral differences
if we are to grow. If we don’t become aware of our own cultural identity, we become
vulnerable to others imposing theirs on us. Here is a small example:

A social worker went to a deaf man’s house, to find him in the living room doing
his football pools coupon. “Where’s your wife?” the social worker asked. “Upstairs in
bed,” replied the deaf man. The social worker went upstairs and found the deaf woman
there, dead. He came down and told the man this, and the man replied, “Yes, I know.”

This story has been told to other social workers all over Britain as an example of
how hardhearted deaf people are. Yet what was left out of the story was the fact that
the woman had been ill for a long time, and that the deaf man had nursed her patiently.
So it was not a case of a deaf person being uncaring—and therefore subhuman—but of
his having a different attitude toward death. Who knows? Perhaps that man’s attitude
could even demonstrate a lesson to hearing people!

Instead, of course, examples like this often lead to horrible results: Deaf parents
have their children taken away, or deaf adults are placed in institutions. And yet the
deaf people involved may simply have been behaving according to deaf cultural norms
hard for hearing people to understand. The reverse can also happen: Deaf people who
violate social norms can be perceived sympathetically by hearing people. For instance,
there was recently a court case involving a deaf man who had raped deaf girls from
the club. It took a lot of courage and pain to take the case to court, but then the man
was found not guilty by a hearing jury. This happened because the court felt that the
man was being victimized by the club, rather than the other way around. The defense
counsel also concentrated on evoking sympathy for the man because he was unable to
hear. If he had been tried by a deaf jury, however, I'm sure they would have read the
cultural signals and information easily and found him guilty.

The same subtle cultural processes apply when the wrong deaf person is given a
job. If a deaf person were conducting the interview, he or she would have seen the deaf
person’s weaknesses more clearly.

Partly because the deaf community is now in a state of cultural change and growth,
we tend not to bring our social and moral codes to the level of conscious formulation
and widespread discussion. But such formulation and discussion are the foundation on
which other cultures have developed philosophies of life. Ironically, our relative lack of
self-consciousness may be partly to our advantage when one considers that many of
the cultures with highly formulated ways of life have become rigid and resist change. It
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would be true to say that none of the world’s major cultures is changing as fast as the
planet requires if human life is to survive.

We deaf, in other words, are in an interesting position. Our culture has been weak-
ened by oralism, but as we rebuild it now, we have more flexibility to change it and
shape it for the twenty-first century. In Britain, for example, we have accepted that deaf
people never praise others, only criticize them. This happens in hearing society too,
but I think we do it more. If you talk about changing this pattern, you often get the
reply, “It’s the deaf way.” Perhaps so, but it doesn’t have to stay that way! I'd guess this
negativity is the result of oralism—the oralists wanting to divide us, never praising us,
but instead putting us in a position of always being at the brunt of negative evaluations
in a system in which we can’t succeed! We mustn’t become so tied to our negative atti-
tude toward oralism, however, that we lose the flexibility necessary to accommodate
changing attitudes among many hearing people.

Language and culture cannot easily be separated; in fact, they are intricately linked.
Some would even suggest that language shapes how people see the world. An old ex-
ample is that the Eskimo has several words for snow, and desert people have several for
sand. We have one for each. If we go to their lands, we therefore only see one type. Yet
once we are taught words for them, we can learn to see them. It’s like a form of magic!
Words have a magical power: They transform what our eyes see! We need to look at our
own language and cultural connections. Can we express all the deepest things we need
to discuss, or has our culture been attacked so much that we have to use signed English
to attempt it? Are we using the full visual power of sign language?

There are numerous small examples that show the connections between language
and deaf culture. In Britain “deaf” is signed “deaf and dumb.” But we don’t allow hear-
ing people to call us that, for the same reason that black Americans can call each other
“nigger” but woe betide a white person who tries it, and rightly so. In each case, the
respective culture is rejecting what has been done to it by people of other cultures who
have used these words. One also finds that written deaf English shows our cultural
ideas. If hearing people write “the deaf,” we feel as if we are like animals in a zoo. Yet we
can write “the deaf” and feel a sense of pride in who we are, almost as a race of people
would. It’s a great example: Just two little words can show our cultural differences!

So far, we have been talking about one undivided thing, deaf culture. Yet, in fact,
deaf culture can be broken down into national, regional, local, and situational compo-
nents, to name just a few. Although we feel that all deaf people in the world are one,
we have to be careful not to over-romanticize this perception of interconnectedness and
homogeneity. We are all islands in a hearing sea because we don’t all live near each
other, unfortunately.

Few would deny that the hearing cultures in the North and South of England have
major differences. There are subcultures where people with different views get together,
like hippies, or Rastafarians, for example. This is also true for deaf culture, and we need
to be aware of diversity within the deaf community. In Britain people say that British
Sign Language (BSL) is much stronger in the North than in London, and this matches
oralism’s path across Britain; it reached the North last of all. Also, deaf women have
their own differences, as do gay deaf people and black deaf people, for example.

The deaf middle class, for instance, can be looked at as a distinct group within the
deaf community. This population is not marked by birth so much as by educational
attainment. As with other cultures, we find that this class takes on more of the values
of mainstream society and looks down on ordinary deaf life. This can cause friction in
many areas of deaf life, but I will give only a couple of examples. The deaf middle class
may look down on BSL as something used by the “stupid deaf.” Thus, the rise of BSL
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is threatening to them, as their superiority is endangered. And grass roots deaf people
may reject useful aspects of middle class culture along with the middle class attitude of
superiority.

A similar process occurs among partially deaf people. Many have been educated in
hearing schools, and their minds are not often 100 percent deaf. Again, each group may
reject useful cultural values in the other. There is often tension between deaf people and
another special group that could be a valuable part of the deaf community, the hearing
children of deaf parents. This tension has its roots in history, and until we look at it
consciously, much potential growth resulting from openness to that group’s perspective
goes to waste.

If we use deaf history, we can identify ways in which these attitudes are shaped.
For example, until oralism and hearing aids grew stronger thirty years ago, there was
much less division. We can also see that oralism made deaf children compete against
each other, becoming individualistic and not working as a group.

The more we become aware of the causes of these divisions, the more we can
remedy them. For example, in Britain, if you formed a deaf pressure group like the
NUD, hearing welfare officers would try to squash you by putting it about that you
weren’t “proper deaf people,” that is, you didn’t just accept what you were given.

It is important to remedy these divisions because more and more deaf youth are
mainstreamed and separated from the deaf community. If we do not adjust to include
them, our whole future is threatened. As it is, such fragmentation has already held us
back from making progress in fighting for our rights.

In spite of these internal distinctions and tensions, however, the larger conflict for
deaf culture has always been and will continue to be between deaf culture as a whole
and the hearing culture around it. As a rule, when two cultures clash, the stronger
wins and imposes itself on the other. One tactic is to try to make the losers believe that
they have no culture or at best only an inferior one. Such is colonization. Well, we deaf
people too have been colonized!

It would be of great use to us in our studies to look across the world and com-
pare the attitudes of other societies to those of us deaf people. We might learn much
from that, especially from societies where there are more positive attitudes, as in some
South American or Mayan villages [Editor’s note: See R. Johnson, this volume], or even
as among the Anglo-Saxons of Martha’s Vineyard 100 years ago! There, so many used
sign language that often there wouldn’t even be a deaf person present but the hearing
people—signing anyway—wouldn’t necessarily notice it.

The logical goal is to be members of two cultures, the deaf culture and one of the
hearing cultures. There are several studies that show the benefit of having a bicultural
upbringing, and deaf people would benefit from being seen in the same class as other
bicultural people. But a bicultural perspective cannot be fully developed as long as we
are unclear about the nature of deaf culture. If we are unclear about our culture, pro-
moting a bicultural educational agenda would lead to the same results that came from
the so-called integrated deaf education and theater groups: no deaf cultural content and
a lot of hearing liberals making themselves look good.

It is within the educational system from which the majority culture imposes its be-
liefs on future generations that the cultural battle is fought. Examples can be found the
whole world over. In Britain, the Welsh and Gaelic languages were suppressed in the
schools, for example. This process touches even the smallest details. The best way to
change over to the metric system, for instance, is to teach it to the children, so that they
will grow up with it and pass it on to their children after we all have gone.

In deaf education, this process is even more crucial, as most deaf children do not
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experience deaf culture until they go to school: They learn it primarily from each other,
not from deaf adults.

And, as we all know, deaf education has been run by a bunch of criminals for the
last 100 years. It is not surprising that they have damaged deaf culture, since they set
out to destroy it. The wonder is that they have not succeeded. We all know about deaf
illiteracy, the banning of deaf teachers and deaf marriages, mainstreaming, etc.

If we are to strengthen deaf culture, there are several things we need to do. For
instance, we have to examine our culture to see which values have been placed there
by oralists, and which by ourselves. Do we have to accept, for example, that Protestants
should fight Catholics, Christians fight Muslims, whites fight blacks? Whose culture
would have given us such notions? Is it really ours?

Further examples might include the concept of success and failure. Much of deaf
education is measured by the idea that to be like a grass roots deaf person is to be a
failure. The more one behaves like a hearing person, the more one is deemed successful.
This view takes away from deaf culture many of its potential leaders, who set up their
own groups and societies, leaving the clubs to fend for themselves.

We need to start over, regarding ourselves as rebuilding a country after a devas-
tating war. In this effort, we can find parallels with the work being done in African
countries after independence was won. If we continue—as we have been doing for the
last fifteen years—trying to change things bit by bit, we lose sight of what we are aiming
for. That is what has been happening with Total Communication, for example. It hasn’t
worked because it ignores the idea of the deaf mind, which the deaf child embodies,
which is the core of deaf culture. We have to start from the inside and work outward to
society, not vice versa.

We need to record examples of deaf culture found in the schools—not just the
habits and traditions, but the ways we behaved when we have been in conflict with
oralism. These should be regarded as a source of pride. Here are a few British examples:

At one school, deaf children rigged up an electrical system so that when the dor-
mitory door opened, the lights went out. Thus, they could sign away happily until
someone came. When that person closed the door, the lights went on again, and the
signing continued.

Another school had a tradition that on the last day of school, those about to leave
marched down to the railway line at the bottom of the field and placed their hearing
aids on the line. When the train came and crushed the aids, the students shook hands,
and school was out, forever. Similarly, another school had a thick bush on its grounds.
Deaf children were able to throw their aids into the middle of the bush, which was far
too thick for any teacher to penetrate.

It is my opinion that schools must be developed into strong, aware, deliberate
models of deaf culture. Deaf people must run the whole system and must become re-
sponsible in particular for the cultural atmosphere within it. Once these prerequisites
are met—and only then—it will be appropriate for hearing people, partially deaf people,
and middle class deaf people to work in the system, in support of those models.

I recall a few years ago, begging the few deaf teachers in Britain to take the time to
write down every tiny example they could recall of something they did with the kids
that they knew was right that the other teachers couldn’t understand or disagreed with.
Of course, it would be pointless to try to argue for the benefits of one such example
at a time. Hundreds of examples gathered together, however, could collectively build a
dossier that would make deaf culture and the deaf mind clear to those in power.

It is essential to study biculturalism, to collaborate with other groups fighting for
their own political rights, and to achieve linguistic minority recognition. Many of us
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were delighted and even relieved when Gallaudet finally rebelled through its Deaf Presi-
dent Now movement. But proof that we have a strong deaf culture will only come when
we march and fight for the educational rights of deaf children, not just for ourselves.

As we move ahead in the process of rebuilding deaf culture, it will be critical for us
to know as much as possible about what the culture is, so I want to list some more ex-
amples of what I believe that culture consists of. Art’s role in deaf culture, for instance,
is vital. It can first of all show us our culture, then it can dramatize conflicts within it.
Such drama can lead people to think about how to change and grow. Often the artist
is seen as a bit of an outsider—even in his or her own culture—but that can mean
that the artist is able to stand back and see it better than people who just get on with
their everyday life. In addition, forms like science fiction can show us possible worlds
different from our own that can lead us to question our own way of life.

At present, there is still too little of deaf culture in our art forms and too much
copying of hearing models. There is also too little use of BSL and other sign languages.
A few positive examples exist: The sign poetry of Dorothy Miles, the American National
Theatre of the Deaf, and so on. But we have a long way to go yet.

Sign song is an interesting example. Many deaf people still rebel at the idea of using
sound. We have to remember that this is connected to rejecting oralism, that sound in
itself is not bad. Most sign song is not based on BSL and is largely unintelligible. Yet we
have a golden opportunity, by writing our own songs, really to convey our messages
and our pride to mainstream society.

Many of us are aware that storytelling is a major deaf talent, yet most deaf people
are not even aware that they themselves use it. To them, storytelling is just “deaf talk.”
Western society has recently begun to accept storytelling as an art form that also con-
tains and transmits history. Film and video technology present a challenge to us to
develop our natural storytelling tendencies into an art form and legacy of great value to
present and future generations.

So far, we have made far too little use of film and video to record our culture. And
yet, this technology is so perfect for our deaf needs that it almost could have been de-
signed especially for us. There is no better way to set about developing and recording
deaf culture than by using video.

The power of TV to link us all as an international nation has been sadly underesti-
mated. Hearing people watch so many different TV programs that it is only things like
the moonshot that bring them together. We, of course, have so few TV programs that
we would benefit greatly from the production of something everyone could watch once
a week to promote deaf culture and deaf progress. Yet we don’t.

So why don’t we? Partly, I suspect, because we have not yet the technical skills to
take charge of programs, and partly because we cannot wrest control from those who
are in charge. Another factor, however, is that we have not yet examined deaf culture
and therefore are unable to give clear examples of how we would like such programs to
look. As a result, we have programs that seem like hearing programs, except that they
are signed instead of spoken. We are not alone in this. Black programs often seem just
like white ones, except with black presenters. TV culture has not yet been fully pulled
away from the white, hearing man’s model.

A healthy culture is one that understands and uses political power to defend and
promote itself, and here we still have a long way to go. Our isolation from hearing cul-
ture often means that we adopt only the parts of it that are most visible. This means,
in effect, that we are strongly influenced by those in power and are often regrettably
unaware of the existence of groups who disagree with the establishment. As a result,
deaf culture is often cut off from potentially valuable ideas related to political change
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and influence. In Britain, for instance, we would benefit greatly from more aware-
ness of the reformist thinking of trade union movements, socialism, feminism, or black
consciousness.

Furthermore, deaf culture will not have strong roots until we fight for and gain
recognition of our language and culture, through laws and policies. Sweden has led the
way for us all, but we as a united deaf force can save ourselves much time if we fight for
language recognition, not only in our own countries, but through the United Nations.
The more success we have in this human rights struggle, the less power the medical
profession will have over us.

It is often useful in presenting new ideas to try to wrap them into an easily under-
stood package. All of the above suggestions, as well as subjects like deaf history, could
be incorporated into Deaf Studies courses. Deaf culture would then have a foothold in
schools and colleges for both deaf and hearing people, and funding would be available
to support research into the subject.

Most work surrounding deafness and disability in general is done on an ad hoc basis,
to our detriment. If we fully grasp our minority language and cultural status, however,
we can centralize our development around concepts of language planning used by other
linguistic minorities. Indeed, joining this field opens up a whole new arena of political
allies with impressive expertise from which to draw.

In Britain, we need to shift our culture’s center of gravity by accepting that the BSL-
using community and its grass roots members are the heart of our deaf culture. Partially
deaf, educated deaf, and hearing members of the culture need to move back from the
front row and bring grass roots deaf people forward. Similarly, grass roots people need
to accept that deaf culture is wide enough to embrace the other deaf who do not spend
100 percent of their time in the culture. What is needed is a balancing act, each section
of the community supporting the other, using its particular skills to enable the culture
to grow.

There is another group of deaf people whose behavior needs to be respected. There
are many grassroots individuals who seem a bit strange—often a little isolated from the
center of the club scene. 1 could describe them better in BSL than in written English.
These people often spend a lot of time in hearing society, often in rough-and-ready pub
life where they pick up all kinds of useful knowledge. Some of them may be passionate
about a particular subject and pursue it diligently even when they have great difficulty
reading English. We may frown upon their rough-and-ready ways at the moment, but
to continue ignoring this group is a loss we cannot afford.

People like this embody something of what we might call “the deaf archetype”: the
primitive, aboriginal deaf person struggling in a village or a tribe, trying to make sense
of all that is going on around him or her. That primitive person is inside all of us. We
have been doing our best to get as far away from that person as possible, which is no
surprise, since we are trying to forget how we were seen as animals or savages.

But there is a great strength to be had from facing up to the fact that this primi-
tive person has not gone away. There are still millions of people out there who see our
gestures and grimaces as worthy of mocking. Our task is to turn that concept of primi-
tiveness into something positive, to be proud of the fact that our minds are different,
and to revel in the status of being freaks. Our difference is the source of our power: Our
culture has to be nourished on it.

The stronger we feel about our own culture, the sooner we can develop another
major attribute of deaf people—the fact that we can be found in every country in the
world and we can communicate with each other internationally. Our chances of building
a genuine world culture are growing. But we must beware of making the same mistake
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as hearing people, imposing the language and culture of one country onto another. Each
country’s sign language must be developed from within, not forced on its deaf people
from outside.

In the last twenty years, hearing people have started to realize that we all have to
live together on this one planet and keep it healthy. Unfortunately, this realization has
arisen in an already badly damaged environment. For the last 100 years, Western culture
has developed industries, armaments, and poisons that now threaten the survival of the
whole planet. Our only way forward is to accept the fact that we must become world
citizens and take care of the planet as a whole. To belong only to a tribe or a nation is
no longer enough.

But the world needs to see an example of such thinking and behavior in order to
know what to copy. We have such an example right here. We have in our combined
deaf cultures the embryo of a world culture—the potential to love other deaf people
deeply whom we have never seen or met. We are the Fourth World, with the potential
to unify the other three. This view may seem far-fetched, but culture is nourished by
vision. And we do have inside us the seeds that can make this vision grow.

It is highly appropriate that this conference takes place exactly 200 years after the
French Revolution. That revolution’s particular vision not only changed France, but half
the world. And, of course, it was the French Revolution that finally established the deaf
community, when for the first time in the history of the world a government began
to pay for deaf children to receive an education and hence enabled deaf people to de-
velop their culture. [Editor’s note: See Quartararo and Karacostas, this volume.] Most of
Europe and America followed and—despite the damage of Milan—that path led right
across the world to where we stand today!

THE
DEAF
WAY



Reflections of Deaf culture in
Deaf HUMOY

M. J. BIENVENU

t is a pleasure to be given the opportunity to share my research on humor
in the American Deaf community and to work with my favorite Frenchman,
Guy Bouchauveau. It has been eleven years since | first met Guy. At that time,
neither of us was fluent in the other’s language, so working together for six
weeks gave us the opportunity to share and learn from each other. [ picked
up some LSF (French Sign Language) from him; he learned some ASL from me. But,
most importantly, we exchanged the wit and sarcasm unique to both our cultures.

Humor and Culture

People often pity Deaf people, because their culture has taught them that we are born
with five senses: hearing, sight, smell, taste, and touch. And of course, with Deaf
people, the first sense is absent, leaving only four. Many people see that as deprivation.
This is really a fallacy, because Deaf people have an added sense—a sense of humor—
and therefore all five senses are intact.

This paper is drawn from several sources: from the work of Dr. Susan Rutherford,
from my knowledge of American Deaf culture, and from my personal observations. At
first glance, the study of humor may appear to be insignificant, yet upon further analy-
sis it is apparent that what people respond to is very revealing. Humor is a difficult
aspect of culture to study. One needs to have deep knowledge of the culture, with a
full understanding of the people and the situations that the humor represents. You see,
humor is integrally related to culture. Humor is based on people’s perceptions of the
world, and it is shared between groups of people who share similar values and belief
systems.

Humor is almost a necessity. Like air, water, or fire, we need humor to survive
our daily existence. Without it, life would be intolerable at times. One example of how
humor is used to balance our lives can be seen in the entertainment industry. Movie
directors have closely studied the need to mix fear and humor in films. Often comic
relief is provided at the most suspenseful moments, to relieve the physical and mental
pressure of the cinematic action. Similarly, people in very stressful situations often find
that humor is one way to relieve some of the pressure and to help them cope with their
problems.

Of course, humor is essential at social gatherings where people cluster in groups
and exchange stories, jokes, and experiences. Humor is one way people share their per-
ceptions of the world, express different levels of intimacy, and find comfort in knowing
that others share their beliefs and their sense of humor.
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Often, at conferences, the presenter will begin a lecture with a joke. It is usually
a silly joke, and everyone laughs. This may seem frivolous on the surface, but it really
serves two purposes. It helps everyone relax, and it also creates a bond between the
audience and the presenter.

Humor is an integral part of our lives. It can be found in our homes, at our work
place, in every form of media and entertainment. Can you imagine what life would be
like if there were absolutely no humor? ‘

There are many cultures throughout the world, and each one has developed its
own unique brand of humor. For example, in America, different minority cultures each
have their own sense of humor, but there is also a larger humor that we all share—
American humor—which consists of ethnic jokes, political jokes, and even jokes related
to America. Europeans have developed jokes about America, just as we have developed
similar ethnic jokes that target other nationalities. This is one way cultures identify their
members and create solidarity—by excluding or making fun of outsiders.

It is interesting that American jokes that seem very funny to insiders may be mis-
understood or even seen as insulting if shared with cultural outsiders from another
country. Likewise an American traveling abroad may not always be able to appreci-
ate that culture’s unique humor. This is because humor cannot be learned. It must be
acquired through an understanding of the people’s shared experiences and world view.

This article will not focus on cultural humor in general. I have simply laid the
groundwork for a basic understanding of how humor is culturally dependent. I would
now like to focus specifically on humor in the American Deaf community and how it
reflects our culture.

American Deaf culture has flourished for hundreds of years, and through our lan-
guage, ASL, our history and heritage have survived. This rich folklore has been handed
down through generations and continues to be an essential method for transmitting
cultural norms, values, and belief systems. Humor is an important way these messages
are conveyed. I have been investigating the way humor reflects Deaf culture for quite
a few years and have determined four major categories on which the humor is based:
the visual nature of humor; humor based on deafness as an inability to hear; humor
from a linguistic perspective; and humor as a response to oppression. Each of these four
categories reflects the values, norms, and belief systems in our American Deaf culture.

The Visual Nature of Deaf Humor

As most of you know, Deaf people perceive most things through their eyes. Naturally,
we acquire language visually. It is worth noting that sign languages throughout the
world adapt to meet the physical needs and comfort of the people who use them. We
also acquire world knowledge visually. Everything we value and everything we experi-
ence are acquired visually. American Sign Language was developed over a period of
time in America, just as other countries developed their own sign languages naturally
to express themselves and to interpret the world around them.

Because this visual communication is so critical in Deaf languages, it comes as no
surprise that Deaf humor also has a strong visual base. In short, we depend on our eyes
for most things, and humor is no exception. ASL jokes that are visually funny often
do not have the same wit when spoken. Likewise, people who are not deaf often find
things funny in the aural mode that Deaf people cannot relate to.

To many Deaf people, the world is filled with comical sights. But this humor is not
always shared with the larger American culture. There have been many stories recount-
ing the experiences of Deaf people who go to the movies and are unable to relate to the
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culture around them. At times, the hearing audience is in stitches, laughing uncontrol-
lably at a conversation that is visually dull: The humor is English/sound dependent. Of
course, this humor isn’t a part of Deaf culture.

Likewise, the Deaf couple may laugh hysterically at an inappropriate place in the
movie, because their cues are all visually dependent. The screen may have an image of
people in terror. With the sound effects booming, and people screaming, the hearing
audience is frightened. But for Deaf people, the funny reactions and overly dramatic
expressions of the actors are enough to send us into unrestrained laughter.

One experience I had several years ago may clarify this point. I coordinated an
intensive ASL retreat for a group of people who are not deaf. They were not allowed
to use voice or depend on their hearing, which meant they could not depend on their
alarm clocks, for example. One night we gathered to watch a movie on TV, King Kong.
Of course, the volume was off, and for the first time, they realized what Deaf audiences
have known all along: The actors’ expressions are hysterically funny. On the screen, the
New Yorkers were running for their lives, with the shadow of the monster ape looming
over their heads, yet the people experiencing this spectacle visually for the first time
were laughing. I asked them what they found so funny. They said, “Their faces!” The
same people would have felt scared if they had heard the people screaming in terror
with threatening music in the background. So they got a glimpse of how funny visual
humor can be.

Deaf people find many things visually humorous that others, particularly from
auditory-based cultures, do not. Many Deaf people are quite creative in their descrip-
tions of life around them. This talent is fostered in residential schools, where most
children learn the art of storytelling and most importantly, how to imitate different
people. No one was safe from our stories: neither the strict teacher reprimanding (in
speech) another student nor the behavior of other friends. Every identifying character-
istic of the person would be imitated, right down to the way he or she walked. It is this
intimate detail that remains such a crucial part of the humor of Deaf people.

Often people who are not members of the culture will respond negatively to this
form of humor, a common misunderstanding with outsiders who do not understand
the goal. We are not insulting the people we describe; we are merely delighting in the
precision of our language to convey these characteristics accurately. It is not meant to
harm or ridicule; it is simply a form of entertainment.

Other related humor is reflected through the media. Even before captions on TV
were invented, Deaf people watched television. Deaf children in residential schools
were often sent to the recreation room on Saturday mornings and would watch, pri-
marily, cartoons. The older forms of cartoons were much easier to understand and
visually funny; thus many jokes were developed from the characters and events we had
just seen on the screen. One of my childhood favorites was this one:

Question: A train is roaring down the tracks, black clouds of smoke puffing
from the smokestack. All of a sudden it screeches to a halt, and all the cars
topple and crash into one another, until there is nothing left but a smoking
charred pile of demolished cars. What happened?

Answer: There was a tiny ant standing on the tracks with its arm outstretched
to stop the train.

Many people may not find this funny, and in a sound-based language such as
English, it loses much of its humor. But for Deaf children, and even adults, the visual
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irony of a wee, insignificant ant causing so much damage to something as powerful as
the locomotive is an image rich with humor.

Visual perception is a strong component of Deaf humor, which can include charac-
teristics of different people, world events, and basically everything we perceive through
our eyes. One way our culture is passed on and reinforced is the shared experience of
how we as a culture see the world and translate it into humor.

Humor Based on Deafness as the Inability to Hear

As we all know, being Deaf is much more than the inability to hear. Deafness is a com-
plete culture, where one’s decibel loss is much less important than one’s allegiance to
the Deaf community. Yet a significant amount of Deaf folklore contains jokes and stories
that deal with the inability to hear. It all depends on one’s perspective. While the ma-
jority culture may perceive a Deaf person as an object of pity and despair, most Deaf
people feel healthy and satisfied with the richness of their culture and heritage. This
attitude is particularly clear in this category of humor, which always portrays the Deaf
person as victorious.

Interestingly, in Roy Holcomb’s book, Hazards of Deafness, it is evident that his humor
does not follow the lead of the culturally Deaf tradition, but rather focuses on stories in
which Deaf people lament their “condition.” Not surprisingly, it isn’t exactly a popular
book among the Deaf community. This humor is typical of an outsider’s view of deaf-
ness and does not accurately reflect the values and traditions inherent in authentic Deaf
folklore.

Let me describe one of the scenes in the book to clarify my point: A Deaf person is
having a difficult time vacuuming the carpet. He goes over the same spot of dirt repeat-
edly, to no avail. In a fit of frustration, he turns around and notices that the machine is
unplugged.

This is a perfect example of humor that is not a part of Deaf culture. Of course, this
would never happen in the first place, because a Deaf person would naturally feel the
inactive motor and immediately respond appropriately. What is more disturbing is the
emphasis on hearing and the dependency on sound the book portrays. Culturally Deaf
people are quite articulate in defining the world in terms other than sound and have
adapted to technology as swiftly as people who are not deaf. The fact that the author
does not address Deaf people’s keenly developed sense of sight and touch is rather
significant.

Many stories have been handed down for generations in Deaf folklore, and the most
treasured are those that delight in our inability to hear as an advantage. The following
tale is one of the most popular:

A Deaf couple has just arrived at the motel for their honeymoon. They start
unpacking for the night, and then the nervous husband goes out to get a drink.
When he returns to the motel, he realizes that he has forgotten his room num-
ber. Because it is dark outside and all the rooms look alike, he walks out to his
car and continues to honk the horn until the rooms start lighting up with angry
hearing boarders who were awakened by the noise—all but one room, where
his Deaf wife is waiting for him!

This story shows how Deaf people can solve a problem creatively and humorously.
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Humor from a Linguistic Perspective

A third component of Deaf humor can be categorized as linguistic. There are several
ways to manipulate American Sign Language in humorous ways: by using puns, humor
related to use of words, and unique syntactic structures. Many Deaf people are quite
prolific in their use of language to convey wit.

Production/misproduction of signs is one common way to elicit laughs in ASL. As
stated in Bellugi and Klima’s book, The Signs of Language, one example of this is how
we have changed the root-sign UNDERSTAND to LITTLE-UNDERSTAND by using the
pinkie finger in the production, rather than the larger index finger.

Much of this linguistic humor is lexically based, and the punch lines to many
ASL jokes are related to the production of the words. One of my favorite examples is
the “Giant” joke that many Deaf people have also seen and enjoyed. It is funny both
culturally and linguistically:

A huge giant is stalking through a small village of wee people, who are scatter-
ing throughout the streets, trying to escape the ugly creature. The giant notices
one particularly beautiful blonde-haired girl scampering down the cobblestone
street. He stretches out his clumsy arm and sweeps up the girl, then stares in
wonder at the slight shivering figure in his palm. “You are so beautiful!” he ex-
claims. The young woman looks up in fear. “I would never hurt you,” he signs.
“I love you. I think we should get MARRIED.” With the production of the sign
MARRY, of course, the beautiful mistress is crushed. The giant then laments,
“See, ORALISM is better.”

Several components make this joke successful in American Sign Language. First, it
is visually active, because the expressions of the townspeople, the beautiful girl, and
the giant can be dramatized to perfection. Second, it is linguistically funny because of
the sign production MARRY, which causes the girl of his affection to splat in his palm.
Third, it is funny in its irony, because culturally Deaf people hate oralism, having been
oppressed by that method. Therefore, the giant’s conclusion that oralism would have
saved his beloved girl is funny. That’s just one of many examples of how linguistic-based
humor can be expressed through ASL.

Humor as a Response to Oppression

It is no secret that Deaf people are an oppressed minority, and one way that cultures
often deal with this oppression is through humor. For many years Deaf people have
experienced oppression from the majority culture, so naturally our humor has incorpo-
rated the dynamic spirit of our people. This category of humor, sometimes called zap
stories, usually features Deaf people getting even.

Often when Deaf people are naturally conversing in public, hearing people will
stare at them in curiosity or disbelief. When they finally gain the courage to initiate a
conversation with Deaf people, they will inevitably start flapping their lips, and for the
millionth time, the Deaf person will be asked, “Can you read my lips?” Well, of course,
Deaf people are keenly aware of the configuration of this one sentence and will always
answer “No!” which is pretty funny, indeed. If they couldn’t read lips, how could they
understand what the person asked in the first place? But it would be interesting if the
tables were turned. Suppose a Deaf couple were conversing, and suddenly one of them
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turned around to the nosy person and signed, “Can you read my hands?” That would
serve them right. People who are not deaf are always forcing Deaf people to try to make
sense out of the odd mouth movements and over-exaggerated facial expressions. Just
once, it would be nice to reverse the trend.

Another way Deaf humor fights back at this oppression is to show hearing people
in a stupor, shocked at being outsmarted by a Deaf person. One famous example, which
is a true story, provides the required ending;:

A group of Deaf people are at a restaurant, chatting away. At the table next to
them is a group of hearing people who are rudely mimicking their signs and
behaviors. One particularly bright Deaf woman decides she’s had enough of
this abuse. She leaves the table, walks to a nearby phone booth, picks up the
receiver, and puts the coins in the machine, making sure that she is being ob-
served by the hearing group. After a short pause, she starts signing into the
receiver, using natural expression and pausing for the person on the other end
to respond. When she has completed her call, she hangs up and strolls back to
the table to resume her conversation. Needless to say, the hearing people are
dumbfounded and unable to move, much less ridicule the Deaf crowd. When
the Deaf group leaves the restaurant, they watch as the hearing people run over
to inspect the phone.

Deaf people love this one, because we finally have the last laugh. There are many
stories in this category, and most of them target people who have the nerve to ridicule
Deaf culture. For example, a group of Deaf people may be conversing in public and
perhaps a person in the group is the hearing daughter or son of Deaf parents, or maybe
a Deaf person with excellent speech. It is common for a group of hearing people to
rudely mimic the signs, making fun of our language.

Imagine what would happen if a member of the Deaf group turned around and
said, “Do you know what you just said?” Of course, the hearing “signer” would have
no idea what he or she might have said. “No, what?” With a straight face, the person
from the Deaf group says, “You just said your mother looks like a monkey!” Of course,
that would leave the hearing delinquents flabbergasted, and probably afraid to lift their
hands again. These kinds of tales are rich with justice, because the rude offender is
always put in his or her place. Another good example of this type of humor is typified
in the famous “Hitchhiker” story:

A Deaf man is driving along and stops to pick up a hitchhiker, who cannot
understand his signs but welcomes the ride. The Deaf man, anxious to reach
his destination, is speeding and eventually is pulled over by a cop. Of course,
the policeman begins talking with pursed lips to the driver. When it is clear
that the driver is deaf, the officer, who cannot sign, decides to gesture a simple
warning to slow down. The hitchhiker observes this with interest. Later on that
night, the weary Deaf man pulls over and trades places with his passenger. The
hitchhiker, also in a hurry, does exactly what the Deaf man did—he speeds. He
too sees the flashing police lights behind him and pulls over. Again, an officer
starts speaking to the driver. The hitchhiker, expecting to take advantage of his
new-found trick, shakes his head and points to his ears. However, this time,
the police officer begins to sign, “My parents were deaf. | know sign language.
You were speeding . . . .”
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This is a significant joke because it underlies the unanimous fear that hearing
people, if given the opportunity, would find ways to benefit from the language and
culture of the Deaf community. This joke serves as a warning to those who would dare
to profit from our Deaf heritage.

In the same way that American Deaf culture, as well as European Deaf culture, is
oppressed by the majority community, so our language is oppressed. From oralism, to
Signed English systems, to other ludicrous forms of English/sound coding, Deaf people
have suffered under the thumb of hearing educators for many years.

From the signs these so-called experts invent, it is obvious they have no knowledge
of Deaf culture or ASL. In fact, some of their signs are so vulgar that it would really be
best to send young children to another room when using them. Of course, the vulgarity
is unintentional, but it’s humorous just the same. Often the signs they invent already
have an established meaning. Many of them look sexual and are really inappropriate for
young children to see, which is ironic, because often school systems will teach them.
It’s even worse when they are printed in sign language books, which often look as if
they were purchased at porno shops. Deaf children leaf through the pages of these
sign-coded manuals with delight, snickering at all the “dirty” signs pictured in the
textbook.

As one response to these oppressive attempts at linguistic isolation, Deaf people
have chosen to incorporate into their discourse some of the artificial codes created from
the oral/Cued Speech/Signed English systems. One sign of Deaf empowerment is the
freedom we have to take back control of the signs that were so oppressive in the past.
Coded English signs for 1S, AM, ARE, WERE, BEING, -ING, -ED, and so on, have
all been reclaimed by Deaf speakers and are used with sarcasm directed toward those
who created them. Of course, the humor is most pronounced when a contorted face
accompanies the deviant signs—an editorial on the ineffectiveness of these codes.

Conclusion

Humor is an essential part of all our lives. I am sure you have all heard the expres-
sion, “Laughter is the best medicine.” Well, there is much truth to that, particularly
when you analyze minority cultures and realize that they all inevitably incorporate the
mechanisms of majority oppression into their humor. it is a common response to the
frustration and tedium of our everyday lives. It is also one way people have found to
cope with their problems, for in humor, the storyteller determines who will “win”! The
following story is an apt illustration of the principle and a fitting way to end this paper:

Three people are on a train—one Russian, one Cuban, and one Deaf person.
The Russian is drinking from a bottle of vodka. She drinks about half the bottle,
then throws it out the window. The Deaf person looks at her, surprised. ”Why
did you throw out a bottle of vodka that was only half-empty?” The Russian
replies, “Oh, in my country we have plenty of vodka!” Meanwhile, the Cuban,
who is smoking a rich, aromatic cigar, abruptly tosses it out the window. The
Deaf person is again surprised and asks, “Why did you throw out the cigar?”
The Cuban replies, “Oh, in my country we have plenty of cigars!” The Deaf
person nods with interest. A little while later, a hearing person walks down the
aisle. The deaf person grabs the hearing person and throws him out the win-
dow. The Russian and Cuban look up in amazement. The Deaf person shrugs,
“In my country we have plenty of hearing people!”
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Deal Humor and, Culture

GUY BOUCHAUVEAU

he subject of this paper is the humor unique to sign language and the deaf
community and how this form of humor develops within deaf culture.

First, let us consider where evidence of humor among deaf people can
be found. In France, it is quite unusual to see deaf children spontaneously
sharing humor in school. It is only when there are adult deaf people in these
schools that small deaf children can start using sign language, communicating effec-
tively, and thus learning to use humor. When adult deaf people laugh, a deaf child can
understand the joke and laugh in turn, but if the adult is a hearing person, the deaf
child is excluded from the understanding and the laughter.

On the other hand, deaf culture and its humor resurface in places where deaf people
tend to gather: associations, banquets, dances, and the like. We usually meet to help
one another quench our thirst for communication. It’s like the desire of hearing people
who, deprived of music, feel they must listen to a record.

Hearing people can read a funny story and laugh at it. I have noticed that deaf
people never laugh at these stories, regardless of whether or not they are oralists. Hear-
ing and deaf people don't find the same things funny. For example, I can understand
plays on words in French, but that’s not what it takes to make me laugh. When a joke in
French is translated into sign language, deaf people respond, “Yes, that’s interesting,”
but never actually laugh—for them it’s not really funny because the two cultures are
too far apart.

1 have referred to meetings of deaf people. This is where they laugh, and it’s sign
language that makes it possible.

If we consider what happens to mainstreamed deaf people who, as adults, end up
as members of deaf associations, they can’t impart humor because of their lack of com-
petence in sign language. 1f 1 compare these deaf people, whom | will call oralists, with
deaf people fluent in French Sign Language (LSF), 1 find the latter’s humor to be more
creative.

About twenty years ago, this was the situation in France: Humor existed wherever
deaf people got together. Comic art emerged spontaneously in the context of commu-
nication among deaf individuals. But artistic productions or theatrical performances of
comedies did not yet exist. There was an extremely rich gestural comic art everywhere,
but because it was not publicly performed, there was little awareness of it.

The deaf community has progressed over the last ten years with the creation in Paris
of the International Visual Theatre (IVT). Theatrical plays in sign language appeared at
the same time as the first courses in LSF. It was then that thoughtful evaluation of sign
language began that the deaf community became conscious of the beauty of its language
and of its artistic and comic dimensions. 1 think some very interesting plays already
existed in the deaf community well before I was born, but they were never shown in
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public. 1t’s a shame, though, that deaf humor never leaves the deaf community and that
hearing people are being deprived of it.

Let’s consider now who is using humor and what kinds they are using. The kind
of humor differs according to age level. Deaf adolescents like to crack jokes based on
mockery. They poke fun at physical changes, teasing with a sexual connotation. For
twenty-year-olds entering their professional lives, humor is more diversified: There are
elements of ridicule but also visual word games. Deaf people around the age of forty
who have mastered their language and can distance themselves from it are the best
at comedy. They incorporate political themes into their funny stories and take jabs at
hearing individuals. They have become conscious of their oppression by hearing people
and, through mockery, take their revenge upon the hearing world. This is where sign
language is being used to its fullest creative potential.

As an example of the last category, 1 will use a story from the world of soccer, the
national sport of France that is played all over the world. The photographs in figure 1
are taken from a videotape of me telling a story of a soccer match between a team of
hearing players and a team of deaf players. Stories of this kind serve an important pur-
pose. Often, it is only when different kinds of people—deaf and hearing in this case—
are placed side by side in a story that we are able to see their defining characteristics.

In the story, the two teams arrive at the big stadium. Players from each team sign
autographs for their respective fans. The teams look each other over, then go to their
separate locker rooms to prepare for the match.

Deaf people practice this comic art among themselves and unfortunately, even hear-
ing people who know sign language may have trouble appreciating the humor. These
individuals—sometimes parents with one deaf child—can’t seem to participate in the
visual logic and therefore don’t fully share the deaf culture, unlike their deaf children
who are immediately in tune with it. Perhaps these parents are too timid to take it on
or they can’t understand it—it’s hard to say. There is a parting of the ways between
hearing parents and their deaf children in this area: They don’t laugh at the same things.
The same situation occurs among deaf parents with hearing children. I hope that in the
future there will be an exchange and a meeting of the two worlds. It is important that
we be able to share humor.

Conversely, some comical elements from the hearing world can amuse deaf people.
For example, I—for one—adore Charlie Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy films.

1 remember going to Seville a few years ago to participate in a colloquium on the
theme of culture and the handicapped. The conference lasted until noon, or rather a
little later, as is Spanish custom, and all of us went to lunch together. Of course, the
deaf individuals all sat together. There were some French, Spanish, German, and Bel-
gian people in this group. As the meal progressed, exchanges became more and more
meaningful and we very quickly got to the point of telling funny stories about various
countries.

The atmosphere at the deaf group’s table was very warm and cheerful, unlike the
very cold and stiff aspect of the hearing group’s tables. We were nearly embarassed over
the difference. The hearing group probably thought we had had too much to drink, but
that wasn’t the case. Communication—on a very happy note-—quickly started among
members of our group, despite our different nationalities. I think that here we have
touched upon what is unique to our culture. We can meet deaf people from anywhere
in the world and find ourselves immediately on the same wavelength. There is no
boundary between us. This is not the case with hearing individuals.

Three different forms of humor can be distinguished in sign language. The first
form is a funny story whose punch line inspires laughter, as in the story above about a
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The deaf players plan their The hearing players are The hearing players put their

strategy in their locker room. worried about the strategies ears to the wall to hear the
of the world champion deaf deaf strategy, but hear
soccer players. nothing.

s
' it ; £
In the stadium galleries, the The hearing fans are not The stiff, hearing referee
deaf fans are signing moving much—only their speaks the rules without
excitedly. mouths move. signing, forgetting the deaf

players can’t hear him.

A female interpreter is This was a table soccer
brought onto the field. When match—only table soccer.
the referee blows his whistle,

she signs “WHISTLE!”

FIGURE 1: An example of adult humor.
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A woman walks along in A man pursues the woman
high heels. with apparent interest.

The woman nervously The woman threatens to kick
observes the man walking too the man in his shins.
closely beside her.

FIGURE 2: An example of caricaturization with people.

soccer match. It is revealed only in the punch line that the tournament being described
is table soccer, not real soccer.

Another form is the imitation of animals or people, various roles being played to
the point of caricaturization (see figures 2 and 3 for some examples). The third form of
humor is the invention of images through signing that don't actually exist in life—the
creation of absurd images (see figure 4). This form is akin to cartoons, always featuring
an original, imaginative element. The second form amounts to imitation, and the first is
comparable to a funny story. But note that it's never a matter of word games as hearing
people play them. It's not a question of reversing syllables or using slang or hip words.
That doesn’t work for us. Our humor or poetry is always inspired by an image—the
potential, or the redundancy, of an image—by a visual logic, a description.

Now I'm not making a value judgment here. Deaf people’s humor is neither better
nor worse than hearing people’s, but I think it has to be analyzed differently.

Humor exists for deaf people. It's undeniable. But note that it is nearly untrans-
latable: Words that should represent the translation of an image communicate nothing,
and the comic aspect totally disappears; the reverse is also true, and it is useless to try
to inspire laughter using interpretation—it would be meaningless. What is unique to
sign language has nothing to do with words and thus is untranslatable.
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ol A

German Shepherd walking German Shepherd growling
at intruder

Bulldog walking Bulldog eating

FIGURE 3: An example of caricaturization with animals.

So take care when using the word “culture.” Deaf culture is inseparable from the
sign language naturally used by deaf people, and it is sign language that permits access
to the comic mode. On the subject of bilingual education for deaf students, I would like
to make it clear to all that the basic language is sign language. Very often people confuse
everything, and we end up with a kind of “tossed salad.” What I consider important is
that sign language is the primary language for a deaf person and the deaf children who,
little by little, appropriate it. With it, deaf children can be themselves and can acquire a
clear sense of identity. For me, real mainstreaming occurs when two people feel good
about themselves and respect their differences.

Now I'll give you another kind of example. This one, however, is about a very seri-
ous subject, DEATH, so you must not laugh. The top five photographs in figure 5 show
a person’s death, the bottom five photographs show an animal’s death. You see, this is
difficult to translate and is even untranslatable.

To conclude, humor exists among deaf people of all generations, and what I have
just shown is a number of funny things communicated nonverbally so as to be accessible
to all.
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Biplane wings in their One wing prods the other to
normal position suggest going north.

| P
That wing goes north, but
the other insists on going
south, with disastrous
results.

FIGURE 4: Creating an absurd image.
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One foot falls.

It is stricken.

It falls on its side. Its toes curl inlo fists.

FIGURE 5: Examples of how sign language can be untranslatable.



Deaf culture, Tacit culture,
and, Ethmic relations

EDWARD T. HALL

hen I was invited to address The Deaf Way Conference, 1

was more than happy to oblige. While I could not in any

way be considered knowledgeable in the subtleties and in-

nuendos of Deaf culture, I have a long familiarity with being

different and struggling to make myself understood in a low
context word culture in which verbal symbols are more important than the more subtle
language of behavior and context.

However, 1 accepted for other reasons. My specialty for more than forty years has
been the field of nonverbal communication, and Deaf culture is a classic case of the
strength of nonverbal culture. Viewed from the perspective of those who are not deaf,
everything except the elimination of the auditory channel seems quite the same. On
the surface, only the language is different. Yet the culture, as Carol Padden and Tom
Humphries (1989) so elegantly state, is significantly different.

When examined by a specialist in nonverbal cultures, these differences become bla-
tant. Focusing on Deaf culture will shed new light on the problems faced by members
of other minorities as they interact with each other on a global scale. With each passing
year, the need for the ethnic and minority groups of the world to evolve effective means
of communication without tearing each other to bits becomes more pressing.

Imprinting

There is much to be thankful for in this world, including the insights of individuals
such as the great and perceptive ethologist Konrad Lorenz (1952). Among his many
contributions to the understanding of animal life is the concept of imprinting. Imprint-
ing is an innate process that causes some birds, such as geese, to follow not only their
mother when young, but any moving object, including a human being, that they see at
birth. The imprinted image becomes embedded in a pre-existing set of responses. As the
young male goose matures, he will choose whomever and whatever he was imprinted
with as a gosling as an object of his affections. This does not mean that the maturing
goose cannot learn and adapt to changing conditions—only that the imprinted part of
his “personality” continues to play a prominent role in his life.

A slightly different version of this paper appeared under the same title in Sign Language Studies, volume 65 (Winter
1989), pp. 291-304.
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Clearly we humans are not geese, or mice, or Sika deer, who die off from over-
crowding. But there is an important aspect of human culture that, in its manifestations,
is similar to—if not a direct spinoff of—a process like imprinting in animals. And the
gap between the imprinted part and the consciously manifested part is causing no end
of mischief.

States of Culture

What I am talking about are two states of culture: manifest-prescriptive and personal-tacit
(MP and PT).! At present, the gap separating the two might well be likened to the
distance between the earth and the moon.

Manifest-prescriptive culture is what people talk about and use in the course of every-
day life—their “designs for living,” including myths, beliefs, values, dogmas, ideologies,
and religious beliefs. It includes all the things people think of as external to themselves
that they can verbalize. These things are used for prescriptive purposes (that is, they
are laid down as rules).

Within the culture, where the rules are known and shared, stereotypes about out-
siders are common, hence the judgmental character of individuals in the prescriptive
mode. Manifest-prescriptive culture also includes imposed or “received” culture, such
as what the upper-class English receive at Eaton and Harrow. The disingenuous use of
the racist label to achieve political ends also fits into this category.

Personal or tacit culture is the antithesis of prescribed culture. It contains the paradox
that although it is shared, each person is also unique. Tacit culture is not experienced
as culture, but simply as being! This may be why people have so much trouble acknow!-
edging that they, too, in the most personal part of themselves, are not only products of
culture, but are culture. It includes the programming of the perceptual systems, includ-
ing the senses, and the tacit aspects of the Primary Message Systems,? all of which have
significant components that are out of our awareness.

We are all imprinted by personal (or tacit) culture, which is why it is so personal.
[t is this highly personalized experience, the “me” quality, that makes it so difficult for
people to come to grips with the reality of tacit culture. When different ethnic groups
interact en masse, tacit cultural differences can be devastating. A proper understand-
ing of nonverbal culture—augmented by what can be learned from the study of Deaf
culture—can contribute to improved ethnic relations worldwide.

My basic premise is this: Behind the power of culture lies the power of the self in
the membership in a group. But the self can only be formed around symbols that are
shared with others. The symbols and how they are used determine how people orga-
nize their worlds—how they think, how they communicate, and the feeling and tone of
the communication.

1 The “lacil” dimension of culture is very close to my use of the term “informal culture” first inlroduced in the conlex!
of formal, informal, and lechnical culture in my book The Silent Language (1959) and in Michael Polanyi’s small
volume, The Tacit Dimension (1966). Polanyi was a physical chemist at the University of Manchester, England, so
that while the overall patterns he describes are quite similar to mine, his approach is that of a hard scientist. The
term tacil is, however, somewhat more precise and is used here for that reason.

2 The ten Primary Message Systems (PMS) are paired: (0) communication and (9) material systems; (1) social structure
and (B) perpetuation systems; (2) labor and (7) play; (3) lhe sexes and (6) enculturation; (4) territoriality and
(5) temporality. Rooted in biology and the history of the species, they represent culture’s core systems. See The
Silent Language (Hall, 1959).
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Language and Culture

Any discourse on language and culture faces the problem of separating the language
from the culture and vice versa. While the majority of descriptive linguists and cultural
anthropologists have known for a long time that language and culture are embedded
in each other, there are teachers of language who see language as completely separate
from culture and really do teach it that way. Their counterparts can be found among
those who teach Deaf people.

Language is an extension of various expressive systems, both vocal and nonvocal,
springing from practically every part of the body (Hall, 1959). And there was a time
when language and culture were indistinguishable.

The verbal-nonverbal dichotomy is a false product of manifest culture that overlaps
both the tacit and the manifest aspect of culture. Users of the dominant verbal culture
project characteristics of their own system onto Deaf people, frequently with tragic con-
sequences (Padden and Humphries, 1989). In the process, they manage to misinterpret
and underrate the speed, subtlety, and richness of what, for want of a better name, may
be termed the “languages of the body.”? We see this in a particularly poignant way in
Padden and Humphries’ book, Deaf in America: Voices from a Culture (1989).

A feature of all highly contexted (Hall, 1976) cultures such as that of Deaf people,
the Native Americans, and the Japanese {as well as Mediterranean, Eastern European,
Latino, and a large proportion of third world countries, which seem to belong in this
category)—whose members share a deep and rich information base—is the importance
attached to mood. This quality, plus a strong emotional link to the culture, emphasizes
the limbic functions of the central nervous system over the more linear, less emotional
expression of the highly articulate, left brain cultures, in which the emotions are apt to
be either repressed or suppressed.

Those who speak and write about Deaf culture reveal that there is this added gap
between the high sensitivity to mood on the part of Deaf people and the relative insen-
sitivity to mood in the culture of the dominant society. I have encountered this same
dichotomy frequently in my research with the Germans, the French, the Japanese, white
Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Native Americans living in New Mexico. With
the exception of the Germans and white Americans, all of the above are acutely aware
of mood shifts and often will respond to such shifts within seconds. A similar point
of tension must exist between Deaf people and the hearing peoples whose world they
inhabit. This is because the language of the body, like the pupillary reflex, does not have to be
translated from concept into words. There are fewer steps in the neurological chain.

More should be said concerning tacit culture, and what better place to begin than
with language. All languages ride on a tacit axiomatic base, which can be illustrated by
the work of one of our country’s top linguists, Charles Ferguson. In the 1950s, while
working as a linguistic scientist at the United States Department of State’s Foreign Ser-
vice Institute, Ferguson tackled the task of creating an orthography for colloquial Arabic,
which did not have a written form. To linguists who had been previously asked to create
orthographies for American Indian languages such as Navajo, there was nothing new
about what he was doing. What was new was that Ferguson had been asked to analyze
colloquial Arabic, a language within a language, which was considered profane.

Because of the nature of this language, Ferguson encountered an extraordinary
array of theories, not just on the part of lay people but even from well qualified, highly

3 While there will be points in my paper Lhat are applicable, 1 did not make use of Birdwhistell’s term kinesics because
it is not in any way applicable to the problems of Deaf people when using American Sign Language (ASL), nor
does it apply as currently used to such basic mallers as gait as it is read by others.
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intelligent academicians with advanced degrees. They said that colloquial Arabic was
not a language: that it had no structure; that there was no syntax, and therefore there
could be no such thing as improper usage—none of which was true. If people speak
and understand, then there are rules and regularities that will be revealed under the
proper system of analysis.

The misconceptions that Ferguson encountered appear to be applicable to any be-
havior—including language—not reduced to letters or numbers. But when did all this
start? How did it happen? While it is doubtful that we will ever know the real or whole
truth, some inklings can be gleaned from history.

In Western culture the enshrinement of words originated in the seventh and sixth
centuries B.C. with Solon and his legal codes, and roughly 150 years later with Socrates
and Plato. Since Solon’s time, Western civilization has had as one of its cornerstones
the belief in words as an instrument of laws, and an accompanying belief that democ-
racy without laws is unthinkable. Implicit in Solon’s thinking was that words be used
systematically. Socrates, and later his pupil Plato, advanced these ideas several steps
further. While important to philosophers and those gifted with their tongues, the belief
that words used by laypersons—as in Ferguson’s colloquial Arabic—are not lawful has
proved to be a mixed blessing: Socrates and his intellectual heirs were apparently the
first to get really technical about how to use words systematically to craft, test, and
inspect ideas and concepts. The defect, which was not shared with the Sophists, was
that they confused talking (and later writing) with knowing, a serious flaw and one that
has been with us ever since.

The issue that impinges on the entire arena of tacit culture revolves around Soc-
rates” belief “that the shoemaker should stick to his last”—that what the shoemaker
says is not worth listening to, and that “the opinions of ordinary men are only doxa—
beliefs without substance, pale shadows of reality, not to be taken seriously, and only
likely to lead a city astray” (Stone, 1989). Socrates meant that there is neither wisdom
nor pattern in what the anthropologists think of as culture, but only in the constructed
ideas in philosophers’” heads. That is, words are real, while common people and what
they do are not worth noticing.

Culture as a Manifestation of Nature

Another facet to the complex story of intercultural relations has to do with culture as
a natural system that evolved on its own without conscious direction. Culture at this
level should be considered as simply another manifestation of nature. It is one thing
to conduct a Socratic dialogue dealing with ideas rooted in unstated assumptions, and
something else to look at nature with an open mind in the search for patterns inherent
in the data.

It is axiomatic that nature does not send messages to humans. It just is. It is impor-
tant, therefore, to keep one’s eye on whatever nature, in its unanalyzed cultural form,
serves up to us. There is a fundamental difference between language as nature—lan-
guage spoken without conscious awareness, such as colloquial Arabic—and language
in its extended? and altered self-conscious state—after it has been reduced to writing.

4 The term extension applies to a process that occurs when some aspect or feature becomes detached from the organ-
ism or a previously extended function, while continuing to serve its original purpose. Writing is an extension of
language, while printing is an extension of writing. See my books The Hidden Dimension and The Silent Language
(1966, 1959).
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Why are all “natural” (nonextended, nontechnically described) systems of behavior
treated so inappropriately? Why are the language and culture of Deaf people denied as
legitimate systems of communication and being in their own right? Why can time be
accepted as an astronomical and philosophical event, but rejected as a culture-specific,
highly elaborated code for ordering behavior and for classifying relationships? And, last
but not least, why did Socrates and Plato classify all natural cultural events—many of
which required well developed skills, wisdom, and knowledge—as doxa?

There is a 2,500-year-old pattern here that distorts perceptions and obstructs the
road to understanding. This is particularly applicable in considering that part of nature
closest to all of us—the hidden rules of culture that not only guide our everyday lives,
but also are projected onto others.

An image that never leaves me regarding this tacit side of culture is that of the
yet unformulated algorithms—a vast sea that cannot be explored by philosophic means
but only through observation. Linguists and anthropologists learned years ago that all
languages and cultures should be approached with a mind open to what can be learned
about how that system works, without theories or preconceived ideas and without ref-
erence to what is known about one’s own linguistic or cultural system. This is precisely
what William Stokoe (1960) did when he studied the language and culture of Deaf
people using modified techniques borrowed from the descriptive linguists.

Nonverbal Communication

While Deaf people share practically all nonlanguage components of the dominant cul-
ture, they have put their own stamp on everything. Differences are a matter of shifting
emphasis. However, Deaf people have their own language and their own culture, which
that language generates. All cultures are blind to other cultures, especially so toward
those in their own midst. Insofar as the dominant culture is concerned, the issues that
are real to the Deaf culture are far from assured. In much of North America, even
some hearing people who teach sign language are apt to choose a deficit model® and,
consistent with that model, deny the very existence of Deaf culture. To make matters
worse, they look on sign language as a degraded and imperfect form of the spoken lan-
guage (Mykelbust, 1957). This is a view that is also projected onto all other nonlanguage
cultural systems.

Given the insights generated by human and mammalian paleontology, ethology,
MacLean’s brain studies, and descriptive linguistics, it is clear that communication with
the body not only predates language but differs radically from its spoken and written
forms. The various forms of body communication are, as a rule, more direct, faster, less
ambiguous, and therefore more reliable than words. The reasons are complex, but there
is evidence to support this hypothesis even among high context peoples such as the
Japanese, who distrust words and look for the underlying meaning in the expressions
of the body and in the situation.

Body communication falls into several classes:® kinesics (gesture), which is a close

5 Rooted in Social Darwinism, the deficit model is one that Western countries used to apply to Third World peoples,
Black peoples, and Native Americans, which held that they were all exactly like “Americans” except that they
lacked certain crucial skills and habits. All that one had to do was 1o make them over in the white man’s image
and then they would be “just like us,” and there would be no problem. 1L would appear that the deficit mode!
has gone underground or into the closet (whichever metaphor you prefer), but it is still present and most
certainly is a factor in relations between Deaf and hearing people.

6 In the context of this paper, | am restricting my analysis literally to the physiological and chemical responses of the
body in transactions with others, including the physical environment.
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accompaniment to and is normally in sync with spoken language; proxemics? (the lan-
guage of spatial relations), chronemics (the language of temporal relations), and other
forms that, while in and of the body, do not quite fit the category of kinesics.

My own research demonstrates that gait, for example, is one of the most widely
relied upon of all body systems, because it is not only less likely to be faked, but is also
very difficult to copy. Gait is an indicator of age, gender, mood, status, state of health,
strength, energy level, and ethnicity.

One might say that what follow are the basic substrata in which American Sign
Language (ASL) is embedded. They constitute major elements in the structure of Deaf
culture and are commonly used as a means for reading mood and even relative status.

The eyes are powerful communicators. Among the Navajo as well as ethnic blacks,
a look can be as assertive and forceful a message as a slap in the face. Dominance and
submission are often signalled by the eyes. Both genders can use the eye in courting
and wooing (“Drink to me only with thine eyes and I will pledge with mine”). The eyes
become metaphors, as in “Yon Cassius has a lean and hungry look” and are used ex-
tensively by writers to describe relationships and character: “As he entered the room,
his eyes darted about, missing nothing, penetrating every nook and cranny” and “His
look was so commanding that women and men alike all came under his spell.”

The pupillary reflex is not under control of the conscious mind. The size of the pupil
accurately reflects interest or desire and has been used for millennia as a means of
discerning the deepest feelings of the customer during bargaining in the Arab market
place. This fact was also discovered independently by psychologist Ekhard Hess while
teaching at the University of Chicago (Hess, 1960).

Synchrony of body rhythms is a fundamental component in body communication and
one of a number of chronemic-kinesic features exerting a powerful, though subtle,
influence on interpersonal and group processes. An individual who is “out of sync”
with a group can have a devastating effect on the business of the group, without that
person’s conscious knowledge. Individuals in perfect synchrony with each other are
matched sympathetically in more than a few ways, an important feature of which is
that such people usually work well together. The photographs 1 have seen of Deaf stu-
dents at Gallaudet University reveal an unusual degree of symbiotic synchrony. Culture
in the international and inter-ethnic sense also is a factor in interpersonal synchrony
(Hall, 1983).

Galvanic skin response was originally measured by Jung, along with heart and breath-
ing rates, in conjunction with his word association tests. Galvanic skin response refers
to electrical impulses produced by the body, which are measured through electrodes
attached to the hands. Sweaty palms communicate volumes. Whether Deaf people are
more or less sensitive to such signs, I do not know.

Radiant heat: My own work (1966) on the radiation of heat from various parts of the
body shows that radiant heat is also an indicator of emotional state. The skin is one of
the best emitters and receivers of radiant heat in the world. Clues indicate that it is a
residual manifestation of what was once a piloerector display system, dating back to the
earliest differentiation of mammals and birds. One of my students who was particularly
sensitive to radiation in the infrared range of the spectrum could distinguish between
her spouse’s anger and lust in the dark at distances of up to two meters.

7 Within the corpus of proxemic analysis, there are eighteen sensory scales employed by interlocutors in reading as
well as setting: intimate, personal, social, and public distances.
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Blushing, like the pupillary reflex, is beyond conscious control. People “blush” with
their torso and abdomen, but because these areas of the body are normally covered by
clothes, the message of the blood coming to the surface of the body is picked up by the
radiant heat that is generated. Metaphors such as “He’s a cold fish,” “She’s a hot num-
ber,” “He was overcome by a burning, all-consuming passion,” and the like indicate
general recognition of body heat as a marker of emotional state.

Olfaction: Although we do our best to disguise and deny it, olfaction—the sense
of smell—is a sensitive receptor of information regarding another person’s health and
physical condition, emotional state, sex, phase of menstrual cycle, familial relationship,
success or failure (“the sweet smell of success”), and disposition (one has a sour or sweet
disposition). A Washington psychoanalyst friend could smell the difference between
anger and anxiety in her patients at one and one-half to two meters. Schizophrenics
have a characteristic odor (Smith and Sines, 1960). Olfaction is a precursor, as well as
a powerful stimulant, in sexual activity in animals and humans alike. The smell of the
urine of another male can even suppress pregnancy in a female mouse (Parkes and
Bruce, 1961).

In addition to body synchrony, proxemics has always played a strong role in the
communication process. For northern European cultures and their offshoots in the new
world, the four distances—intimate, personal, social/consultative, and public—must be
used appropriately. Otherwise some form of a double bind or parataxic communication
occurs. All of this has been amply documented in my own work (1966).

Time as a nonverbal system is as much a part of Deaf culture as it is of the culture
of those who hear. Being late sends a message; how late signals the “volume” of the
message. To be very late under certain conditions is an insult. Much of my early work
as well as my most recent book (1983) was devoted to time. Cultural differences in time
systems are as manifest and dramatic as any I know.

The preceding forms of communication are a rich and fertile resource of nonverbal
information. And because Deaf people have their own versions of these forms—equiva-
lent to “dialects”—they must be included in the content of Deaf culture. Furthermore,
all the primary systems listed in The Silent Language (Hall, 1959) also would qualify. The
nonverbal component of culture has been estimated at anywhere from 80 to 90 per-
cent of the entire communication process. So it would appear that, in many ways, Deaf
people not only do not have to struggle with the relationship of words to the rest of
culture because they are equipped with a system that is infinitely more in sync with
their organism than is that of hearing people. It is no wonder that many of you are
willing to fight for the right to your own language and culture, which is so correct and
so true, that you cannot abide outsiders messing with the very system that gives life its
meaning.

What is remarkable is the blindness of hearing people to your needs. But then,
they are blind to the tacit side of most other cultures as well. Only an increase in
self-awareness can fix that. And self-awareness is a personal matter, not a political one.

Summary

In considering the above discussion of tacit culture, it is important to remember that we
are looking through the microscope of the mind’s eye at what amounts to 80-90 percent
of all human communication. The rules and laws applicable to this percentage are out-
side of our awareness, and like Ferguson’s speakers of colloquial Arabic and Socrates’
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doxa, they are thought by most people to have no substance and to be hardly worthy of
attention!

To recapitulate, we find a formidable array of armamentarium pointed in our direc-
tion: (a) the historical philosophies, dating back to Socrates and Plato, separating word
constructs from nature; (b) the awareness gap separating manifest-prescriptive culture
from tacit-personal culture; and (c) the cultural-channel blindness gap separating Deaf
culture from the cultures of those who can hear.

It is axiomatic that the logic of science is rooted in the language used and that lan-
guage must be rooted in the events in nature under observation (e.g., Newton’s need
to develop a new language—calculus—in order to carry on his work). Each new set of
events can generate a need for a new language.

Words are the language of ideas (beginning with Solon, Socrates, and Plato), but
not necessarily of events. That function is served by the language of the body or of
the senses. The language of perception is different from the language of ideas, and the
difference is a function of “channels” (visual vs. auditory, for example).

In order to understand another person, it is essential to understand their logic. This
means understanding their symbol system, and that symbol system is not restricted to
words. Like Einstein’s clock, a symbol can be anything that releases a response.

Except for minor details, all of the above are matters that most people take for
granted because they imbibed them “with their mother’s milk,” and as you know,
mother’s milk is sacred. All minorities suffer from some aspect of this paradigm. The
gap between manifest-prescriptive culture and tacit-personal culture has so far been
the most difficult to bridge. Why? Because, unlike the others, this one calls for basic
changes in the deeper layers of the personality, changes that make it possible for people
to accept each other as they are instead of as one would wish them to be. And this means
that they must confront anxiety in the seif as a consequence of shattering the projected
images we all have of the worlds we create.
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The Development of Deaf
Idéntc/@

BREDA CARTY

hat is identity? How do we, as Deaf people, define identity?

Australian Sign Language does not have a single sign that

corresponds to this English word. Identity is a very com-

plicated concept, and most sign languages have signs for

different aspects of it. For example, the sign for “identifying
with a group” is often an emphasized form of JOIN. Many of the terms Deaf people
in Australia use to describe themselves and others are about identity rather than about
hearing level. Examples include DEAF, STRONG-DEAF, ORAL, THINK-HEARING,
HEARING, etc.

For the purposes of this paper, identity will be defined as “the condition of being
oneself . . . and not another” (The Macquarie Dictionary, 1985) and as “the subjective sense
of his own situation and his own continuity and character that an individual comes to
obtain as a result of his various social experiences” (Goffman, 1963, p. 129). The search
for identity is the search for answers to the questions “Who am I?” and “Where do |
belong?”

According to Erikson (1968), a sense of identity develops as a person learns to re-
solve internal conflicts. These conflicts must be resolved in order for one to develop
fully. One of the major conflicts to be resolved during adolescence is that of identity
versus confusion, and the resolution of this conflict results in a sense of one’s own iden-
tity. The sense of identity is considered crucial for the satisfactory resolution of further
crises in a person’s life, such as the ability to form relationships and to become a mature,
productive, self-accepting adult.

Some social scientists (e.g., Goffman, 1963) have proposed two types of identity—
personal identity and social identity. In their view, one realizes personal identity within
a sometimes restrictive social milieu. Other researchers, such as Laing (1965), and exis-
tentialist philosophers also propose dual identities—the true self and the false self—
and they warn of a danger of alienation if there is too much discrepancy between the
two. So it seems the central question of “Who am I?” almost always involves some con-
flict between the individual and society. Lack of resolution of the conflict is generally
agreed to have serious consequences in a person’s life.

We Deaf people, like everyone else, must develop a sense of identity that enables us
to function effectively as whole persons throughout our lives. If asked, “How important
is deafness in this identity development?” any Deaf person will answer that it is crucial.
Both as individuals and as members of a community, Deaf people have developed an
identity based on their deafness. Some of the characteristics of Deaf identity include:
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1. embracing deafness as an essential, positive part of oneself,

2. recognizing and participating in Deaf culture, particularly through Sign Lan-
guage, and

3. interpreting the surrounding world in a way that is compatible with one’s ex-
perience as a deaf person.

Studying how Deaf identity develops is especially challenging because 90 percent of
Deaf people do not learn the essential characteristics of this identity from their families,
and because the development of this identity is actively discouraged by the educational
system most Deaf people grow up in. A further difficulty in exploring the development
of this identity is that many Deaf people have effectively blocked out some of the painful
experiences that have shaped their identities. Recalling these experiences may be seen
as risking loss of acceptance by the larger Deaf community.

The following description of Deaf identity from an Australian perspective is based
on discussions at Deaf studies workshops around Australia. These groups consisted of
Deaf people from both Deaf and hearing families, as well as children of Deaf adults
(CODAs), hearing professionals, and hearing people with no connection with the Deaf
community.

Two starting points for discussing Deaf identity emerged from these workshops:

1. “I thought everyone in the world was deaf.”
2. “Ithought I was the only deaf person in the world.”

The first statement is obviously from Deaf people with Deaf parents and/or sib-
lings. Essentially, what these people are saying is, “I thought I was normal; I thought
everyone was like me because those closest to me were like me. [ was not aware of
being ‘deaf’ in any sense.”

The experiences of these Deaf people are of great importance in studying the de-
velopment of Deaf identity, because they are the only Deaf people who learn language,
culture, and the beginnings of identity from their parents. They become the bearers
or carriers of this information. Their subsequent role in the Deaf community is closely
scrutinized. Padden and Humphries (1988) point out that “on the one hand they are
respected and on the other stigmatized” (Padden and Humphries, 1988, p. 48). These
Deaf people are respected by other Deaf people for their fluency in Sign Language, for
their extensive knowledge of the Deaf community, and for their automatic acceptance
as members of this community. At the same time, Deaf families may be stigmatized
by the wider hearing community, and other Deaf people may unconsciously absorb
this negative value, resulting in an ambivalent attitude toward Deaf people from Deaf
families.

As one Deaf woman put it succinctly, “We are like royalty in the Deaf community!”
(Jean St. Clair, personal communication, 1988). In other words, they are widely known
and admired, but also viewed with jealousy and curiosity and subjected to more criti-
cism and gossip than other members of the Deaf community. How these people come
to learn that not everyone in the world is deaf, that, in fact, they are members of a
cultural/linguistic minority, should be the subject of further study.

The second statement comes from deaf children of hearing parents who, because
of mainstreaming or late onset of deafness, do not meet other deaf people during their
early years. What they are saying is essentially, “I felt abnormal, different; even though
I may have known that there were other deaf people in the world, | always seemed one
of a kind, a freak.”
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The experiences of these people are also of great importance in the study of Deaf
identity development because they can offer conclusive evidence for the strength of
the attraction of Deaf culture. These people often travel great psychological distances
to explore and embrace Deaf identity. They may abandon or devalue their connections
with the hearing world in order to do so. The fact that these Deaf people learn the Deaf
language and culture and consciously develop a Deaf identity provides an opportunity
to analyze this learning process. In addition, because often they are not totally accepted
as members of the Deaf community, it is possible for us to isolate the characteristics that
make one Deaf and those that detract from being Deaf.

As indicated earlier, the two statements represent the extremes of the range of ex-
periences. Most Deaf people fall somewhere in between. The experiences of CODAs
can also be illuminating—their process of learning that they are not Deaf may parallel
the experiences of Deaf people from hearing families.

So how is it that so many of us end up in the Deaf community, sharing its language
and culture, and having what is loosely termed a “Deaf identity”? Considering the long
journeys that some of us make, can we identify any common stages on this journey
to Deaf identity? The following description of the stages of Deaf identity development
comes from discussions with groups of Deaf adults in Australia. At this stage, it is a
framework for discussion only.

Confusion. Confusion arises from the realization that one is not the same as every-
one else in the family. The early closeness to parents and family that most children
experience helps, but is not always sufficient to understand one’s place in the world.
Deaf children from hearing families are more likely to experience confusion over this
difference than are deaf children from Deaf families, although even this group may
experience some confusion too.

Frustration/ Anger/Blame. The emotional reactions of frustration, anger, and blame
are natural responses to a lack of acceptance or understanding by the people in one’s
immediate environment. The deaf person may internalize these emotions, developing
a type of self-hate, or may express them in explosions of temper or periods of nonco-
operation.

Exploration. At some point, a deaf person will begin to explore self-identity options
more closely, by choosing to associate with Deaf people or with hearing people, for ex-
ample, or by learning sign language or practicing speech skills. Access to these groups
and availability of information are crucial at this stage. One of the difficulties of this
stage is the general lack of information about Deaf people, Deaf history, and Deaf cul-
ture. It is difficult to develop an identity as a Deaf person when this information is not
easily accessible.

Identification/Rejection. 1dentification with one or more groups may be tentative for
a time and is subject to early experiences with the group. For example, a deaf person
with hearing parents, who attends a mainstream school, may identify with the Deaf
community in a rush of enthusiasm at finally having found a place to belong, only to ex-
perience difficulty being accepted by members of the Deaf community. The person may
then have to reconsider, or perhaps even reject, identification with this group. A Deaf
person from a Deaf family may be convinced that he or she can get along fine in the hear-
ing world, and so reject the Deaf community. However, after experiencing rejection by
hearing people, this person may see the Deaf community with newly appreciative eyes.

Ambivalence. Feelings of ambivalence may occur after an initial sense of identifica-
tion when one experiences negative aspects of the group. Such feelings arise especially
when one sees members of the group behaving in a way that seems to confirm the nega-
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tive stereotypes others hold about the group, for example, that deaf people are passive
or behave foolishly (Goffman, 1963).

Acceptance. Acceptance of one’s personal and social identity comes when people
have sufficient information and experience to know who they are and where they be-
long. Acceptance implies being comfortable with oneself and with the reactions one
may get from both the in-group and others. Acceptance enables one to proceed with
one’s life, develop personal relationships, and function effectively in the chosen social
setting.

These six stages are guidelines only. The value of formulating the development of
Deaf identity in this way is that it provides a framework within which to elicit personal
stories from Deaf people about their experiences, which eventually helps us all to clarify
the process of developing the Deaf identity.

Understanding the process of identity development may be made easier if we com-
pare the Deaf experience with the experiences of some other minority groups. In the
Australian context, there are valuable parallels to be drawn with the experiences of Ab-
origines. Although aboriginality is passed on from parent to child, many generations
of Aboriginal children were removed from their biological parents by white authorities
and placed with white foster families. They were encouraged to become as much like
white people as possible by officials who assumed that this was best. Even those Ab-
original families that stayed intact often tried to adopt the white people’s values, out of
fear and because of effective brainwashing.

The Aboriginal community has been decimated-—much of its culture and many of
its languages have been lost—but a strong Aboriginal identity still prevails and has
gathered momentum during the last few decades. Those Aborigines who were brought
up with white people are returning to search for their identities, and the process has
many parallels with that of Deaf people.

In a time when many Deaf people feel that educational practices such as main-
streaming are threatening the chances for deaf children to develop their identities as
Deaf people, it is essential for us to understand the process of identity development.
We must be able to make it easier for those deaf people who may be struggling with
identity crises.
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Deaf I dcntuy: AN American
persp ective

BARBARA KANNAPELL

f the various factors generally associated with membership in the
American Deaf community, which ones should be considered essen-
tial? A certain degree of hearing loss is generally one, but it has
been recognized for at least twenty years that linguistic competence
in American Sign Language (ASL) is an equally important factor in
the Deaf communities of the United States. More recently, cultural competence in Deaf
culture has been added to this list of critical elements. Before a definitive list can be
created, however, much more research is needed on certain other important aspects of
membership in the Deaf community, such as Deaf identity, common knowledge, and
shared rules of behavior and values. Here we will focus on Deaf identity.
I know of only a few American studies focusing extensively on the concept of iden-
tity among Deaf people (Kannapell, 1985; Stone-Harris and Stirling, 1987; Erting, 1982).
My own research explored the relationship between identity choice and language choice
among deaf college students. The study by Stone-Harris and Stirling compared Deaf
children of Deaf parents with those of hearing parents, examining in particular their
opinions of themselves as “deaf,” “hard of hearing,” or “hearing impaired” and the
beliefs held by many of these students that they would change their identity, that is, be-
come hearing, when they grew up [Editor’s note: See Stone and Stirling, this volume].
Erting’s research focused on the interaction of deaf preschool-age children with their
parents, teachers, and with Deaf adults.
In spite of the value of these completed studies, there is clearly a great need for
more research on the identity of Deaf people. Thus, a theoretical framework is proposed
here. The following are a few of the many questions that still need to be answered:

¢ Are Deaf people ambivalent about their personal identity?

%* Are there more Deaf people who are marginal members of the Deaf commu-
nity now than before because more and more deaf children go to mainstream
schools?

¢ Is group identity more important in the Deaf community than individual iden-
tity?

A revised and expanded version of this paper appears as “The Role of Deaf ldentity in Deaf Studies,” 1992, in Deaf
Studies for Educators (Proceedings of Deaf Studies for Educators Conference, Dallas, Texas, March 7-10, 1991),
edited by ). Cebe, Washington, DC: Gallaudet University College of Continuing Education, pp. 105-116.
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< What is the role of education in the identity development of deaf children?

% Do Deaf people change their identities for political reasons?

Of course, the subject of identity is complex among hearing people as well as among
Deaf people, depending on such factors as how they think they are seen by others, and
in terms of gender, race, family membership, or occupation. The subtleties of identity
are such that hearing, white male Americans, for example, rarely think of identifying
themselves as hearing, white males. As members of a dominant group in the United
States, they are far more likely to view their identities in terms of occupation. In fact,
hearing people—except at such exceptional places as Gallaudet University—seldom
identify themselves as “hearing.” Similarly, white people usually don’t identify them-
selves as “white.” More and more women, on the other hand, are now consciously
identifying themselves as women or feminists. Black people generally see themselves
as “black” first, with other characteristics, though important, being secondary. Simi-
larly, people who have grown up Deaf generally see themselves as “Deaf” first. As they
become aware of being oppressed by the hearing majority, their experience of being
oppressed strengthens their Deaf identity.

The issue of Deaf identity is extremely complicated. Professionals in the field of the
education of deaf students and the community of Deaf people have different views on
the identity of deaf children and adults. For example, educators usually identify deaf
children by their degree of hearing loss:

Normal  Slightly Hard  Mildly Hard  Moderately Deaf/  Severely  Profoundly
Hearing  of Hearing of Hearing Hard of Hearing  Deaf Deaf

In spite of educators’ heavy reliance on data about degrees of hearing loss to catego-
rize deaf children, these distinctions mean nothing to the American Deaf community.
A Deaf person does not bring an audiogram as a proof of his hearing loss in order
to be recognized and accepted as a member of the Deaf community. A person who
is identified by educators as audiologically hard of hearing may identify him or her-
self as culturally Deaf and a member of the Deaf community. Such apparent paradoxes
commonly occur, in fact, among hard of hearing children of Deaf parents.

The key question, I believe, is how do Deaf people identify themselves as members
of the Deaf community? Based on my observations, I propose that the definition of cul-
tural identity among Deaf people should be based on how Deaf people view themselves
in terms of language identity, personal identity, and social identity (see table 1). These
three major types of identities are strongly interrelated.

TABLE 1: Aspects of Deaf Identity

Language Identity Personal ldentity Social [dentity

American Sign Language Deaf Deaf People

ASL/English (contact language) Hard of Hearing Mixed, Deaf and Hearing
English Oralist Hearing People

Hearing Impaired
Deafened
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Language Identity

Language identity refers to the language in which a person is most at home or, in some
cases, the language in which a person chooses to be most at home. Many Deaf people
in the United States feel strongly identified with other Deaf people through the use of
American Sign Language. In fact, the use of ASL is a crucial requirement of member-
ship in the American Deaf community. Does this mean that English is excluded? How
do Deaf people feel if other Deaf people use English with them in signing or voice?
Many deafened or hard of hearing people, for example, tend to use English in their
interactions with other Deaf people. Do Deaf people reject these or other people who
use English with members of the Deaf community? It depends on the attitude of the
Deaf people using English in these situations. If their attitude is holier than thou, Deaf
people who generally use ASL with each other will reject these individuals immediately.

As we move from the situation in the Deaf community to the realm of deaf edu-
cation, however, there is much more question as to whether Deaf people really have a
choice of using either ASL or English to reinforce their identity. In my research, deaf
college students were clearly ambivalent toward ASL and English. Also, National Tech-
nical Institute for the Deaf researchers (Meath-Lang et al., 1984) showed that many deaf
college students see English as an external object they must study—a thing they are
supposed to learn but with which they cannot personally identify.

In my research, however, I found that some students saw a combination of ASL and
English, that is, a contact variety language, as their basic language identity. In essence,
they believed that if they used a mixture of ASL and English, they were better off than
those who used ASL alone. Upon interviewing these students, I found that they had
acquired this attitude largely as a result of their having gained greater teacher approval
for using a mixture of ASL and English than for using ASL alone. They usually use ASL/
English, or contact language, with hearing people.

Personal Identity

In the context of this paper, personal identity refers to how deaf people see themselves
or how they are aware of who they are. Depending on many factors that shape their
personal identities, people who grow up deaf usually identify themselves as Deaf, by
which they mean culturally Deaf. In recent years, however, more and more young deaf
people have been identifying themselves as hearing impaired. Deaf people did not use
this term ten years ago. Why is it accepted and used today? Even though the term has
been imposed on deaf people by hearing people who apparently wish to define them by
a characteristic they lack—hearing—rather than by one they have—deafness—many
young deaf people seem to regard it as an acceptable term to describe their identity.
One unfortunate result of this creation of a new identity is an unnecessary division
between people who see themselves as Deaf and people who see themselves as hear-
ing impaired. Although the term “hearing impaired” was originally intended to include
people with all different kinds of hearing losses and ages at onset, ranging from birth
to old age, in practice it has become a label to be applied to deaf children from main-
streamed schools, deaf people who can speak, or deaf people who are not culturally
Deaf. The term “Deaf” has come to be applied only to people who are culturally Deaf, do
not speak, cannot hear at all, or are from deaf schools.! I suggest that the term “hearing

I These labels were described to the author by deaf and hard of hearing people who attended mainstream schools.



Deaf Identity: An American Perspective

47

impaired” should be rejected because it is a new definition created by individuals wit-
tingly or unwittingly imposing “hearing” values on Deaf people. This term has served
only to create confusion among Deaf people to the point that they now obligingly iden-
tify themselves as hearing impaired on their job applications in order to please hearing
employers.

Deafened people were born hearing but lost their hearing sometime after the age of
three. In the past, they usually identified themselves to Deaf people they would meet
as individuals who had been hearing but had become deaf at a given age. A deaf per-
son who defines him or herself as an oralist is a person who was trained in the oral
method. Usually they do not know sign language and prefer to communicate via voice
and gestures. I have noticed that the terms, “deafened” and “oralist” are being used less
and less and are being replaced with the term “hearing impaired.” People who identify
themselves as “hard of hearing” can mean they are audiologically hard of hearing or
can use the term to indicate their status of passing almost as a hearing person.

Social Identity

Social identity is a powerful tool in the Deaf community. Often a deaf person claims
that he or she is Deaf and should be identified as belonging to a group of Deaf people,
but the Deaf people in that group may reject him or her for various reasons. These may
include unacceptable attitudes, inappropriate behavior, or violations of group norms.
Members of the Deaf community may conclude that this person is a “heafie.” A heafie is
someone who grew up culturally Deaf who now appears to reject Deaf culture and act
like a hearing person. If existing groups don’t accept a person, however, it is possible to
form a new group of deaf people who have similar backgrounds or experiences, such
as deafened people or oralists, who prefer to use English with each other.

Group identity is very important in the Deaf community—even more important
than individual identity. Deaf people seem to feel, “I am nothing until I belong to a
group.” Group identity grows from a special bonding that happens among Deaf people,
especially those who were together in deaf schools. Paradoxically, deaf schools want
deaf children to fit into the hearing world, but these schools tend more than anything
to strengthen the group identity of Deaf people. Deaf people will go everywhere in a
group and will support each other when in need of help. If a Deaf person does not
belong to a group, Deaf people consider him or her to be a loner. That person will feel
lost because he or she has neither group nor individual identity. The interrelatedness of
Deaf people’s social and individual identities is such that I think it will be important for
research purposes to look into both the group and individual identities of Deaf people.

In conclusion, we need to examine the role of education in identity development
among deaf children. Again, Deaf community members and educators have different
views of the identity of Deaf people. Educators impose a hearing identity on deaf chil-
dren and want to mainstream them into a larger community of hearing people. There
are four possible ways that deaf children can define their identity:

harmonious identification with both Deaf and hearing cultures;
identification with hearing culture, rejection of Deaf culture;
identification with Deaf culture, rejection of hearing culture; and
failure to form identification with either culture.

Ll S

One of the goals of educating deaf children should be harmonious identification
with both Deaf and hearing cultures, but educators should strengthen the Deaf iden-
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tity among deaf children first. In the same way, deaf children should master ASL first,
before they learn English. Deaf people will continue feeling ambivalent toward both
languages and cultures as long as educators feel ambivalent toward deaf people. It is
important for deaf people, educators, and parents to work for a bilingual, bicultural
education system where the identity and reality of deaf persons are fully accepted.
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his study compares the impressions that deaf children of deaf parents and
deaf children of hearing parents have about their identities as deaf! indi-
viduals. Previous studies have shown that deaf children are often ambivalent
about their own identities, perhaps because they have received inadequate or
conflicting information from their families or other caregivers about deafness
and the deaf community and its cultural values (Benderly, 1980; Erting, 1982; Washa-
baugh, 1981). Today, however, it is more likely that deaf children of deaf parents will
identify themselves without as much ambivalence, because some of the values and atti-
tudes of the deaf awareness movement that began in the 1970s? may have been shared
with the children by their deaf parents. Furthermore, deaf children of deaf parents, who
are a part of the deaf community from birth, experience less conflict about their deafness
than do deaf children of hearing parents, who may not receive positive information,
values, and attitudes toward deafness during their early years (Becker, 1980).

In this study, we sought answers to such questions as (1) How aware are individual
children about themselves as deaf persons? (2) Are they confident and accepting of their
own identities? and (3) How do they define and interpret the terms “deaf,” “hard of
hearing,” "hearing impaired,” and “hearing?”

We expected that most of the deaf children of deaf parents in our study would ex-
press less ambivalence about their identity as deaf people than would the deaf children
of hearing parents. It seemed possible to us that, because of their interaction with deaf
adults and exposure to deaf culture, the deaf children of deaf parents would accept their
deafness more readily than would the deaf children of hearing parents. The deaf chil-
dren of hearing parents often live exclusively in the “hearing” culture and have minimal
contact with deaf role models, a situation that may lead to more identity confusion and
less acceptance among members of this group. To test this theory, we devised questions
that would show whether deaf children of deaf parents expected to maintain their child-
hood identity when they became adults and conversely, whether deaf children with
hearing parents expected to become hearing themselves as they grew older.

1 The term “deaf” is used in this paper to identify the general population of deaf and hard of hearing children at
the Kendall Demonstration Elementary School. These children have a wide range of hearing loss from mild to
profound.

2 This movement resulted partly from the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, as well as from such technological
advances as TDDs and closed captioning of television programs.
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To summarize, we hoped to explore the world views and the perceptions of both
groups of children, to determine how they viewed themselves as individuals and as
deaf people.

Background

A structured interview consisting of thirty-six questions was designed to elicit open-
ended responses from the children using their own communication modes. We video-
taped and later analyzed each fifteen-minute interview. This paper will focus only on
the students’ responses to the questions of self-identification and their definitions of the
terms “deaf,” “hard of hearing,” “hearing impaired,” and “hearing.”

We interviewed a total of forty-three students from the Kendall Demonstration Ele-
mentary School in Washington, D.C.—fourteen children with deaf parents and twenty-
nine with hearing parents. The children’s ages ranged from seven to fifteen years. We
included academic classification, age, hearing status of parents, gender, and degree of
hearing loss as some of the variables in the study. The breakdown for age, gender, and
parental hearing status is shown in Table 1.

The Interview: Self-Identification

The first interview question asked whether and why the children labelled themselves as
“deaf,” “hard of hearing,” “hearing impaired,” or “hearing.” Fifty percent of the children
with deaf parents and 64 percent of those with hearing parents identified themselves as
deaf. Forty-three percent of the children with deaf parents and 28 percent of those with
hearing parents claimed that they were hard of hearing. One student chose the category
“hearing impaired,” but none of the children identified himself/herself as “hearing.”
One child from each group claimed to be both deaf and hard of hearing. Regardless of
parents’ hearing status, 60 percent of all the children identified themselves as “deaf,”
while 33 percent said they were “hard of hearing.” It is interesting to note that chil-
dren from both groups described their own degrees of hearing, indicating, for example,
that they could “hear a little,” “hear some,” or “could not hear” instead of using the
terms “deaf,” “hard of hearing,” or “hearing” when they introduced themselves at the
beginning of the interviews.

The same question was repeated at the end of the interview at which point the
children were also asked to predict their identities as adults (i.e., would they remain
the same or would they be different when they grew up).

Although little difference was found between the earlier responses and the re-
sponses at the end of the interview, more deaf children of hearing parents (29 percent)

TABLE 1: Distribution of the Variables of Age, Gender, and Parental Hearing Status by
Academic Classification

Hearing
Academic Classification Age Male Female Deaf Parents Parents
Primary Grades 7-9 years 4 9 8 5
Intermediate Grades 10-12 years 11 10 6 15
Middle Grades 13-15 years 6 3 0 9

Totals: 21 22 14 29
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predicted changes in their future identity than did those with deaf parents (8 percent).
Deaf children of deaf parents seemed to be more concerned about losing residual hear-
ing, but few in this group expressed the possibility of improving their hearing. Deaf
children of hearing parents, on the other hand, tended to focus on hopes or expecta-
tions of becoming hard of hearing or hearing. Examples of this are shown by the deaf
children who thought that they might “move up one level,” going from “profoundly
deaf” to “hard of hearing,” for example. “Hard of hearing” seemed to be a more appeal-
ing and possibly more prestigious designation to them than “deaf.” It should be noted,
however, that while most of these children expected to improve their hearing slightly,
very few aspired to a “two-level” change.

Some of the children elaborated on their answers to this question, as shown in the
examples below.

Responses from children with deaf parents:

% I will stay the same. I have never heard of anyone growing up and changing with
claims that he/she can hear (child with profound hearing loss).

% Sometimes hearing can be improved or decreased depending on the nerve sys-
tem (child with moderate hearing loss).

** I may lose some more hearing; it is difficult to say. My mom lost some hearing
(child with moderate hearing loss).

Responses from children with hearing parents:

» I hope to become hard of hearing if I use a hearing aid, just like my deaf teacher
(child with severe hearing loss).

*» I may become hard of hearing, because one boy I know became hard of hearing
(child with profound hearing loss).

¢ I have a friend who is hard of hearing, and we both will become hearing when
we grow up (child with profound hearing loss).

After the second time we asked the self-identification question, we also asked the
children if they were satisfied with their identity. Eighty-six percent of the children of
deaf parents and 56 percent of those with hearing parents said that they were. The
difference between the percentages could be interpreted to mean that deaf children of
deaf parents see themselves as being like their parents, while deaf children of hearing
parents see themselves as being different from their parents. Two typical responses to
this question are shown below.

% Yes, I'm satisfied because I think I'm someone special. I know many hearing
people who have never met deaf people and they couldn’t tell if I was deaf
until I tell them (child with deaf parents).

“* Me, happy? No. My mommy cried because she wanted me to be hearing. I don’t
like to be hard of hearing. I prefer to be hearing and go to public school with
hearing children (child with hearing parents).

When we compared the responses between the two groups, we found that most
deaf children of deaf parents appeared to accept their identities, while many of the chil-
dren with hearing parents seemed to hope or expect their identities to change when
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they became adults, when they might become more similar to the hearing members of
their families.

The Interview: Defining Terms

Several investigators (Benderly, 1980; Erting, 1982; Washabaugh, 1981) have pointed out
that deaf people form a sociocultural group in which members share similar interests
and needs regardless of their degree of hearing loss. Thus, deaf people may define
deafness in a different way from those outside of the sociocultural group, who tend
to define deafness in aural/oral terms. We expected that, as a result of their home and
school experiences, the distinctions between deaf, hard of hearing, hearing impaired,
and hearing might be viewed differently by deaf children of deaf parents and deaf
children of hearing parents.

Accordingly, some of the interview questions were designed to elicit definitions
from the children. The children were first asked to define the word “deaf.” Sixty-eight
percent of the deaf children of deaf parents and 44 percent of those with hearing par-
ents responded that “deaf” meant “cannot hear.” Almost all of the children with deaf
parents (thirteen of fourteen) were able to define the term, but six of the twenty-nine
children with hearing parents could not.

Nine children of hearing parents emphasized that deaf people cannot speak, but
none of the children with deaf parents mentioned speech in their definitions. It is our
experience that most deaf people do use speech or mouth movements either at home
or in public places. This may have led the deaf children of deaf parents to believe that
any individual could speak regardless of hearing status. In contrast, deaf children of
hearing parents may have never seen deaf adults communicate by speech. Deaf chil-
dren in a hearing family are constantly confronted with a speaking environment. It is
possible that hearing parents may emphasize speech and point out that the child must
work hard to learn how to speak because he or she is deaf.

There was almost no difference between the two groups in the number of children
who mentioned the use of sign language. However, it is interesting to note that only two
children (both with deaf parents) mentioned the use of eyes in their definition of “deaf.”

Most of the children were able to distinguish between hard of hearing and deaf. For
example, 88 percent of the children with deaf parents and 53 percent of those with hear-
ing parents defined the term “hard of hearing” as having some degree of hearing. Only
22 percent of the children with hearing parents commented on the speaking ability of
hard of hearing people, while none of the children with deaf parents mentioned speech
in their definitions. There was more emphasis on audiological aspects of hearing loss
among the children with hearing parents than among those with deaf parents.

Most of the children were unfamiliar with the term “hearing impaired.” Overall, 50
percent of those with deaf parents and 64 percent of those with hearing parents stated
that they did not know what the term meant.

Eighty percent of the children of deaf parents defined the term “hearing” by focus-
ing on the sense of hearing, e.g., “hear well/not deaf,” while only 26 percent of the
children of hearing parents defined it that way. On the other hand, 59 percent of deaf
children with hearing parents defined “hearing” as being able to speak, while only 20
percent of the children with deaf parents used that distinction. A few deaf children
with hearing parents believed that hearing people in the general population could not
use sign language, while a large number of those with deaf parents thought hearing
people could learn sign language to some extent. Further analysis of the definitions of
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the term “hearing” might provide more evidence of the different values and cultures
surrounding hearing and deafness that the two groups of children are learning from
society.

Summary

As we have shown, more deaf children of deaf parents expressed certainty about their
own identity without showing the ambivalent feelings that the deaf children of hearing
parents revealed. The responses to questions of self-identification remained almost con-
stant from the beginning to the end of the interview among the deaf children of deaf
parents. But among those with hearing parents, eight out of twenty-nine children had
changed the way they would classify themselves by the end of the interview.

Of those with hearing parents, 52 percent of the children were unable to explain
their reasons for choosing the classifications deaf, hard of hearing, hearing impaired, or
hearing when describing themselves. Fifty percent of the deaf children of deaf parents
mentioned degree of hearing as the basis for their choice of identity label. Eighty-six
percent of the deaf children of deaf parents were satisfied with their identity, while 56
percent of those with hearing parents said they were satisfied.

Deaf children of hearing parents appeared to have less understanding of the terms
“deaf,” “hard of hearing,” “hearing impaired,” and "hearing” than those with deaf par-
ents. Neither group was really familiar with the term “hearing impaired,” however.
Both groups mentioned the inability to hear and the use of sign language as part of the
definition of the term “deaf.” Deaf children of hearing parents said deaf people cannot
speak, but none of the children with deaf parents made such a claim.

The deaf children with deaf parents interpreted the terms “deaf,” “hard of hear-
ing,” “hearing impaired,” and “hearing” more from an audiological perspective than
the deaf children with hearing parents, who tended to emphasize speech ability in their
definitions. These responses may indicate the perspectives of the parents as well.

To the degree that children are influenced in their attitudes and perceptions by their
parents, the responses of the children in this study demonstrate the effects parental
hearing status and resultant parental attitudes may have on how deaf children identify
themselves. We believe that more emphasis should be placed on family communication
and parents’ involvement in building the child’s self-concept. However, input from the
school and from deaf adults will be critical in helping deaf children and their parents
become more familiar with the values and culture of the deaf community, which in turn
will lead to a more positive self-concept among these children.
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tis important to explain at the outset of this paper the differences we perceive

between the terms “deaf community” and “Deaf culture.” As we see it, the

deaf community includes a wide range of people, including not only people

who grow up deaf, but also late deafened people, hard of hearing people,

hearing children of deaf parents, and other groups. When defined in this broad
way, the deaf community includes many people who do not share the characteristics of
the small cultural group we are focusing on in this paper. We are looking primarily at
Deaf people who grow up using sign language, who identify themselves as members of
the Deaf culture, who are seen by other members of the Deaf culture as Deaf, and who
have been oppressed by hearing cultures because they are Deaf.

Some Deaf people have no difficulty seeing themselves as an oppressed minority,
but others may not have thought about it on a conscious level, so before we begin our
exploration of the role played by storytelling and folklore in combating oppression we
will briefly suggest who oppresses Deaf people, how the oppression of Deaf people
manifests itself, and how Deaf people can—at least theoretically—liberate themselves
from this oppression. Historically, Deaf people have been oppressed by various groups
of people, including hearing teachers and administrators who play a major role in their
education, hearing family members, deaf leaders who do not identify with and support
sign language and Deaf culture, deaf people who talk, deaf people who THINK-LIKE-
HEARING and demonstrate a negative attitude toward Deaf culture and other deaf
people, and both deaf and hearing people who have paternalistic attitudes toward
members of the Deaf culture.

The notion of empowerment—of central importance in this paper—is critical to the
well-being and continued prosperity of both individual people and society. It refers to a
process by which we gain greater control over our life experiences, our social and intel-
lectual development, our career paths, and our social relations. In addition, for Deaf
people, empowerment means liberating ourselves from ideas and behaviors that have
oppressed us in the past in areas such as education, careers, and social relations.

One way oppression happens is that Deaf people are encouraged to stay dependent
on hearing people throughout their lives. The obvious solution for Deaf people fed up
with this form of oppression is to stop always depending on hearing people and to look
inside themselves for the strength and resources needed to be self-reliant.
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Some of the worst forms of oppression have to do with attitudes transmitted from
hearing to Deaf people concerning who Deaf people are and what they can be expected
to do. One subtle form of this sort of oppression is the assumption that Deaf people
can’t compete with hearing people for jobs or in other arenas without extensive help
from hearing people. To combat this, Deaf people must insist on working relations with
hearing people characterized by a spirit of cooperation on an equal footing. On a more
damaging level, hearing people who always regard Deaf people with pity and conde-
scension—as if Deaf people were completely helpless—are in fact inflicting a terrible
form of oppression on Deaf people. Most of us who are Deaf share a feeling of anger
toward this attitude, which shows up in one way or another in practically every country.

One certain indication that the hearing people running institutions intended to
serve Deaf people have this pitying, condescending attitude is that they assume it to
be their right to make critical decisions concerning Deaf people’s lives without even
consulting Deaf people to see what their opinion is. To liberate ourselves from such
oppression, it is necessary for Deaf people to insist on either making those decisions
for ourselves or at least being properly consulted before such decisions are made. Deaf
people must make it clear that although hearing people with positive attitudes are wel-
come to cooperate with us on an equal basis in planning the future of Deaf people’s
institutions, they are emphatically not invited to plan and decide Deaf people’s futures
for them.,

Although it is possible to describe what needs to be done to change oppressive
conditions for Deaf people, such change does not come easily. Much of the time, Deaf
people must turn to Deaf culture and draw upon the resources available in storytell-
ing and folklore in order to gain the inner strength we need to continue our struggle.
Consider, for example, the following transcription of a story entitled “Dreams,” told by
Charles “C. ].” Jones, a Deaf storyteller and comedian from California:

Two Deaf men who had been shipwrecked and stranded on an island in the
middle of the Atlantic Ocean for several weeks were beginning to believe they
would never be found. Ships would pass in the distance beyond a coral reef
that encircled the island, but none came close enough to discover these men.

One of the men became tired of waiting to be seen, so he told his friend
he was going to swim out beyond the coral reef and wait for a ship or plane to
come along and discover him. He was determined not to die on the island. The
other man, however, was frightened by this plan. “No! No! No!” the second
man said to his courageous buddy. “Sharks and jellyfish may kill you. The coral
reef over there will cut you to pieces. Please don’t go and kill yourself out there.
I'll be left alone.”

But the first man was determined to go. He waded out into the ocean, and
as he swam away the second man could only see a tiny head bobbing up and
down in the water.

As he stood on the island watching and weeping, the second man began to
fantasize. His mind traveled back to the days of his youth, when he had once
been given a rare opportunity to play quarterback for his high school football
team. It was the fourth quarter. Forty-five seconds remained on the clock, and
his team was losing. The ball was in his hands, and there was a small hole in
the defensive line. Frightened, he started running and running. The man re-
membered that back in those days he was a thin, frail kid, but he ran and ran
and ran past 250-pound linemen who seemed like giants. He kept running and
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running until, when he looked back, no one was close to him. He was home
free, and he scored a touchdown that won the game.

Now, when his mind returned to the present situation from his dream, the
man decided to take the risk needed to escape from the island. Yes, he would
swim out beyond the coral reef to join his friend. It would be better than re-
maining alone on the island. So he swam out and joined his friend. Within
hours a ship came by and took them aboard. They were safe.

So remember, never stop dreaming. Never give up hope. Take the risk to
achieve your dreams.

The above story is an example of an empowering tale. Deaf people watching the
story learn that Deaf people will find less comfort in isolating themselves from the dan-
gers of the world than in venturing bravely together into the world of risks, making
their way toward success by virtue of sheer pluck and determination. Stories such as
this one are often shared among members of the Deaf culture. Such empowering tales
join the large body of stories, jokes, proverbs, and other witty sayings that make up the
body of folklore of a culture. This body contains stories and expressions about heroic
characters, some of them invented to represent Deaf people’s typical situations in life,
and others drawn from recorded data and real experiences.

Walter Fisher’s theory of human communication as narration or story postulates
that people are essentially storytellers who use symbolic interpretations of aspects of
the world tempered by history, culture, and character (1987). Fisher argues that this use
of symbols or signs is designed to help humans manage their environment and control
their growth and development, and that, in essence, folklore and storytelling play an
important role in shaping reality. This theory suggests that stories such as the one above
by C. ]. Jones have the power to affect Deaf people’s actions, urging them to venture
forth and accept risks rather than to shrink from challenges.

William Bascom (1965) discusses storytelling and folklore as having purposes that
may or may not pertain to the realm of action, that may have their most important
effects on the development of cultural awareness among members of a particular cul-
tural group. In an essay concerning the functions of folklore, Bascom argues that folklore
provides release from repression or feelings of oppression by allowing escape into fan-
tasy. These fantasies, Bascom says, reinforce traditions, educate members of a cultural
group concerning the culture itself, and help maintain behavioral norms.

Bascom also points out that the expression and performance of folklore occur within
a social and a cultural context. In the social context, the audience takes into account
who is telling the story, where it is being told, how gestures and sounds are used, how
the audience participates, and what people recognize and feel about the kind of story or
folklore performed. The cultural context of the story or piece of folk expression indicates
how it is related to other aspects of culture, such as language, dance, dress, or religion.

In more general terms, our research shows how stories have been used to affirm
the culture and identity of Deaf individuals. Such stories often teach Deaf people how
to resist obstacles in the environment; how to take risks that may be beneficial to their
intellectual, cultural, and psychological growth; and how to develop their imaginations
and creativity.

Although the purposes of storytelling can justifiably be discussed in such serious
terms, it is important to remember that the experience of hearing or seeing a story is
usually enjoyable and often quite humorous. In fact, the presence of humor in a story is
often an enhancement to the storyteller’s artful way of communicating serious themes.
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The following story about Deaf newlyweds, which has become part of Deaf America’s
folklore, may serve as a good example:

Deaf newlyweds checked into a motel. Late at night, the husband left his bride
to get a bucket of ice, but forgot to take the room key and number with him.
Although he could not remember which of the dark motel rooms his bride was
in, he had an idea. He went to his car and pressed the car horn until lights in all
of the motel rooms but one were turned on. He left his car, knowing his bride
was in the room that was still dark.

The newlyweds story is essentially a joke, but the significance of its humor is that
it presents a situation in which the common perception of deafness as a handicap is re-
versed. The husband finds a way to make hearing a disadvantage for most of the motel
guests and take advantage of his wife’s not being able to hear.

In America, one of the central sources of Deaf culture during the last 150 years or so
has been the residential school for Deaf students. One story that has been passed down
through generations of Deaf people concerns how a certain group of Deaf residential
students dealt victoriously with an oppressive school situation. This empowering story
is taken from the book Deaf in America by Padden and Humphries (1988).

The story is told by a Deaf female student. It begins when the girls in her residen-
tial dormitory learn that they will have a new counselor at school—a woman who has
transferred to the job from a women'’s prison. The woman turns out to be huge and
humorless. She maintains her prison-warden mentality, complete with the drab uniform
of a warden, a thick leather belt, and a heavy key ring with a whistle, which she will
find useless at this new setting. Her treatment of the girls is unduly rough. Each morn-
ing, instead of gently waking them, she flashes the ceiling lights of their bedrooms,
tears the covers off them, and—for those who linger a bit too long—pulls pillows from
under their heads. Worse, she carries her prison-warden role into the shower, where
she insists on watching their every move.

The female student continues the story, roughly as follows:

Now, there was this one girl this counselor picked on mercilessly. She [the girl]
was one of those types who unconsciously used her voice when she signed.
You know, she’d do little squeals and grunts and other kinds of noises. This
counselor couldn’t stand her, thought she was mad. She would yell at her to
stop, but of course the poor girl couldn’t. It was just the way she talked. (Lots
of Deaf people do this; you know the type.) Anyway, the counselor made life
miserable for her, to the point where all she wanted was to run away. We told
her she oughtn’t, that we’d find a way. Well, we did; we decided we’d get back
at her [the counselor], and we began making plans.

We came up with this plan. We’d set out bait. We’d put this poor girl in
the bathroom, get her started on her squealing and stuff, and once we got the
counselor after her, into the bathroom, we could trap her and put our plan into
action. We were in the bathroom, and we got her to start squealing and making
all kinds of noises, and exactly according to plan, the counselor came running
down the hall after her. We could even feel her coming; the floors shook at
every heavy step. She came into the room and didn’t even bother to look at us,
but Jooked directly at the poor girl, who then panicked and escaped from the
bathroom behind us into the sleeping quarters where she’d be protected.
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The next part of the plan was to force the counselor to go through us to ppap

catch the girl. She began chasing after her into the large sleeping room, where WAY
a group of us were lined up on either side. She came running, only one thing =
on her mind—to catch the poor girl. Then, one of us extended a leg, and the
counselor flew through the air and landed on the floor with a heavy thud.

The retaliation is complete; the girls have tricked the counselor into humiliation.
But the story is not yet completed and takes an unexpected turn:

At long last, we had made up for what she had done to us. We cheered and
cheered until we realized she wasn’t moving. We very carefully approached
her. Maybe she had fainted? We came closer. Then she lifted her head and tried
talking to us. (What a useless thing to do! Now, this woman never bothered to
learn to sign. Here she was trying to talk to us, and we couldn’t understand
her.) She kept mouthing something to us, and we sensed her desperation.
Finally, she lifted her arm and her hand hung limply on the floor, dangling from
her arm. “She broke her arm!” we signed.

The girls run to get another adult, and the counselor is taken away. Three
weeks later she returns to the dormitory, her arm in a cast, and they anxiously
wait to see what will happen next.

We waited for her old self, but it was gone. Instead, this was one of the
most loving people. She was sweet, affectionate. And the most surprising thing
of all: She loved that girl, the one she had hated so much before. Loved her
more than anything. We couldn’t figure it out.

The story leads to an ideal ending. The malevolent character has received a suitable
punishment—if a bit too harsh—and the punishment leads to redemption.

Another counselor said this woman told her she had been under the mistaken
impression that Deaf children were like prisoners: bad, insane, and mean. In-
stead, she found we were all good people, better organized and more intelligent
than those prisoners she worked with. After her carefully planned and instruc-
tive punishment, she respected us and loved us. And I guess we loved her
too. She threw away her leather belt, her heavy key ring, and her whistle. She
became what she should have been—a mother to us.

Although the counselor exerts oppressive control over the girls, it is not until she
mistreats one of them on the grounds of unacceptable noises that they decide to strike
back. This supposedly informal story is a powerful one, for it shows how Deaf people
can imagine regaining, however briefly, ownership of sound.

Another story not explicitly related to Deaf people has become popular among
Deaf people because of the clear relationship between its moral of resilience triumph-
ing over oppression and the strength against adversity needed by any member of the
Deaf culture. Every Deaf person watching this story will identify strongly with farmer
Johnson’s mule:

Farmer Wilson was a jealous and evil man, and he was jealous of everything
farmer Johnson, his neighbor, owned. He was jealous of farmer Johnson’s trac-
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tor, his barn, his cows, even his wife; but most of all farmer Wilson was jealous
of farmer Johnson’s prizewinning mule. In fact, he was so envious he plotted
to kill that prize mule

One dark night, Wilson dug a hole seven feet long, four feet wide, and six
feet deep, and he led that mule to that hole with a trail of oats and trail mix. He
was going to bury that mule alive. Well, the mule fell into the hole and Wilson
commenced to shovel in dirt to bury that mule alive. But every time that mule
started to feel some dirt on his back, he’d start shakin’ it off and stompin” it
down—as mules do cuz they don’t want anything on their backs.

The more dirt Wilson shoveled, the more that mule would shake it off and
stomp it down. And by doing this, the mule started to rise by shakin’ it off
and stompin’ it down. Well, the mule rose clean level with the ground, turned
himself around, and while farmer Wilson was bent over, the mule kicked him
clean into the next week.

The moral: If people throw dirt, garbage, insults, prejudice, suffering into
your life, just shake it off and stomp it down and use it to rise to the highest
level you can.

As you can see from the samples we have presented, the subjects used by Deaf
storytellers are as diverse as storytelling itself. Similarly, the moods conveyed may cover
the full range of human emotion, from fear to sadness, or from anger to hilarity. Deaf
storytellers differ from hearing storytellers, of course, in that they present their cul-
tural lore in ways that are entirely accessible visually. Although Deaf storytellers from
different nations may differ to the extent that their stories tend to reflect the condi-
tions affecting Deaf people in the different countries, they also tend to have much in
common. In general, Deaf storytellers tend to use their art to help instill a positive atti-
tude within Deaf individuals toward themselves and toward their identities as members
of the Deaf culture. Deaf people’s sense of having a proud cuiltural heritage tends to
grow as they watch and assimilate the tales recounted by other members of the Deaf
culture. This growing sense of Deaf identity and Deaf pride—communicated in large
measure through storytelling and folklore—is what empowers Deaf people to resist the
oppression that also constantly affects them.
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Deaf Thal culture in Stam: The
Land of smiles

KAMPOL SUWANARAT

he sign for Thailand is derived from the sign movement meaning elephant
trunk. In the old days, Thailand had thousands of elephants, and the ele-
phant was so revered that even our national flag showed the figure of a white
elephant on a background of red. The appearance of the flag has changed
over the years, however. The first change was to a flag with five stripes of
three colors—red for the nation, white for religion, and royal blue for the monarchy—
but still with the elephant in the center. Now, however, the flag has only the five stripes
of color and no elephant.

Thailand, a country that is more than 700 years old, is the only country in southeast
Asia that has never been colonized by western nations. Our culture is very old.

The deaf Thai community is very small compared to the nation as a whole. There
are only 100,000 deaf Thai in a country of 55 million people. Thus, deaf Thai undoubt-
edly constitute a minority group. We who are deaf live among hearing people and are
unavoidably influenced by the majority culture, but we still have our own culture, too.

When we were born, we automatically became part of the Thai nationality. We live
in an environment filled with the hearing Thai culture and have adopted many of its
customs. For example, the hearing Thai greet each other with a movement called a
“wai,” which is a salutation with varieties and degrees of movement to indicate respect
for different levels of rank or seniority. We, the deaf Thai, also practice this custom. So,
undoubtedly, the deaf culture in Thailand is actually part of the Thai national culture.
This does not mean that all other cultural aspects are the same, however. Some of our
own deaf Thai culture is quite different from the hearing culture. Some of the differences
and similarities between the two cultures will be illustrated by my presentation.

You may already know that Thailand, or Siam as it was called in the old days, is
known as the land of a thousand smiles. The Thai, whether rich or poor, whether ex-
periencing difficulties or not, smile often. We, the deaf Thai, smile often too. But we
have less to smile about, because we are oppressed by ignorance—the ignorance of
not knowing about our surroundings as well as do hearing Thai. We often have fewer
friends and are often lonely.

Whereas the hearing Thai have a spoken and written language and sometimes also
use gestures, we, the deaf Thai, have only sign language. Very few of us can read and
write, either newspapers or personal letters.

Generally the hearing Thai often assume that we deaf Thai are terribly strange,
especially when we are seen talking through sign language. Some say that we behave
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like monkeys. This shows their ignorance of sign language. Hearing people do not
understand the significance of sign language.

It is well known that before deaf people can communicate their stories, such as
where they went last weekend, with whom, and what exciting events they experienced,
they need both hands and mouth movements to communicate. And for more and clearer
information, they have to add facial expressions and other body movements. Hearing
people are astonished and sometimes frightened upon seeing a deaf person talk about
some health problem, for example a sore throat, headache, or stomachache. The facial
expressions are so precise they look frightening. In reality, the deaf person may not be
experiencing any pain at all, but the hearing onlooker may think he or she is in extreme
pain, judging from facial expressions.

As 1 mentioned a moment ago, one distinct custom we take from the majority cul-
ture is the wai. This is a sign of both formal greeting and politeness. There are varieties
of wai that show different degrees of respect, depending on the age, status, or position
of the person greeted. For example, if the first person is much younger than the second,
the younger one will give a respectful wai with his palms raised up to the middle point
between the eyebrows. The older one, or the one of higher status, responds to this sign
of respect with a lower positioned wai, which indicates less formality. The highest rank
of wai for the Thai is used to show respect to the Buddha image and to monks. For this
kind of wai, the joined palms are raised with the thumbs touching the middle point
between the eyebrows.

The deaf Thai accept this cultural act of showing respect in formal situations. How-
ever, we have our own greetings, such as one that involves touching one’s own forehead
with the fingertips, then moving the hand outward in the backhand direction, with a
bow at the same time. To deaf Thai this means “good day” or “hello.” The degree of
politeness in this case depends solely on the bow. A lower bow shows more politeness.
We use this sign with familiar persons and friends, but with unfamiliar people and with
older persons we usually wai instead.

These two ways of greeting can also be used to say goodbye. Other practices that
are used by the majority of Thai to show good manners include lowering the head and
shoulders when passing an older person, showing gratefulness with a wai, and pay-
ing great attention when in conversation with an older person or with those in a high
position. We deaf Thai also accept these practices as indications of good manners.

When talking about good manners, it is also necessary to talk about what should
be done and not done in the presence of a deaf Thai. Politeness and impoliteness may
be measured by the following behaviors:

% To greet a deaf Thai, you should approach him or her face to face, and you should
never touch any part of his or her clothing or hair, or pat or stroke the person’s
head or back, except with close friends. You should wait for him or her to
turn. Only when absolutely necessary should you gently touch the person’s
arm or shoulder. You should not communicate with a deaf Thai by stroking
his or her cheek, body, head, buttocks, or other body parts, and you should
not use your foot to call or point at anything. In the Thai culture, the head
is considered to be the most important and highest part of a person, and the
foot to be the lowest. Thai people, both deaf and hearing, are very sensitive
regarding this distinction.

“* When trying to attract the attention of a deaf Thai from a distance, you should
not beckon, clap your hands, shout, or throw things at the person.
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% You should not call a deaf person “dumb” or “mute,” because this conveys nega-
tive meaning. It may indicate that you feel that person is stupid, brainless, or
unable to communicate. Actually we deaf Thai have brains and can communi-
cate, only we do it with our hands instead of our voices. We should be called
deaf rather than deaf-mute. We have no impairment other than our deafness.

% Knocking on a door to summon a deaf person is useless. Instead, you should
slide a piece of paper under the closed door or press electric light buttons or
other light signals to attract the deaf person’s attention.

% Other ways of behaving properly around deaf people can be easily understood
with common sense. For example, you should not walk between or interfere
with people who are signing or walking, unless it is an emergency.

In hearing families, the social group that gives a person warm feelings, knowledge,
and positive experiences is the family—parents, siblings, and close relatives. But the
family of the deaf Thai gives only frustration and bitterness. That is, in each family, most
of the members are hearing and do not understand the nature of deafness. This causes
communication problems as the deaf child grows up. Communicating their feelings and
needs to their parents is difficult at best for the deaf child. There is little or no under-
standing between parent and child because most parents of deaf Thai do not know the
Thai Sign Language. Further, they do not let their deaf children be independent, fear-
ful that the child will get into difficulties or danger. Consequently, most deaf Thai lack
self-confidence.

Even relationships with brothers and sisters can be affected by deafness. If family
members don’t understand the deaf child, then who else will?

The only social group that provides a deaf Thai with feelings of security are other
deaf Thai, because they communicate in the same language, share the same experi-
ences, and feel the same way. If there is a deaf parent or deaf relative in the family, the
deaf child can learn more and be provided with their own culture more successfully
than those deaf children with hearing parents. The deaf child of deaf parents will also
be more confident about learning new things.

It is well known among educators of deaf people in Thailand that learning by deaf
children occurs at a slower pace than that of hearing children. The reason this is so in
my country is because our schools are of poor quality and low standards. The result
is the slower development of the deaf society. The deaf adult is left with problems in
spelling, reading comprehension, vocabulary, mathematics, science, social science, and
many other areas.

These problems are hard to eliminate because deaf people are not allowed to use
their sign language fully in the schools or to be taught in sign language. Adult deaf Thai
signs are not used in the classrooms, and deaf adults are rarely allowed to teach. So the
experiences and knowledge of deaf Thai children are limited.

We deaf Thai love to gather in our deaf groups. We can learn more from friends than
from schools. Deaf Thai gather in various vocational groups, such as groups of carpen-
ters, artists, painters, vendors, dressmakers, and so on. We teach each other our work,
and by this process we now have many skilled workers. For example, long ago there
was only one deaf vendor working in an arts and crafts business on a busy Bangkok
street, near Silom and Suriwong Roads. He could communicate with foreign customers
quite well by writing the price he wanted for his goods. Other deaf people were then
persuaded to follow the same career. Now almost all the street vendors selling arts and
crafts are deaf.
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Some of the carpenters and painters have also established a vocational training cen-
ter named Silent World Crafts. This center provides deaf members with work skills and
a way to earn a living. The center produces a large quantity of toys and wood crafts of
such good quality that most are purchased for export to other countries. Many members
of the center thus work and earn their living freely.

In 1984 deaf Thai established the National Association of the Deaf in Thailand
(NADT) and vowed to make it strong. Presently the NADT has 400 members in four
regional clubs scattered over the country. The NADT acts as the center for the Thai deaf
community and provides services to all members, including employment counseling,
vocational training, interpreter services, education, and sign language training.

We, the deaf Thai, have developed to a stage where we can smile more now. We
know more about appropriate work systems, about ways to help ourselves, and about
how to help others understand us. While our lives are not so successful as we want,
progress has been made.

We each hope that someday we will no longer be under the oppression of the hear-
ing society and will be able to smile more widely and more beautifully. Our deaf Thai
culture will then be something we can all smile about.



The Deaf Japanese and Their
Self-1dentity

MICHIKO TSUCHIYA

he focus of this paper is on the problems of self-identity facing the deaf Japa-
nese who live their daily lives in a country that does not readily accept any
disabled person as a member of the society. Oralism has been the main in-
structional method used with deaf students for almost sixty years, and as
a result, deaf Japanese usually feel uneasy about presenting themselves to
society as deaf persons. The deaf culture fostered by older deaf adults who were edu-
cated using sign language is not being shared with the younger deaf people, whose
language preferences and values more closely resemble those of the hearing majority.

Japan’s isolation throughout its history has contributed greatly to its becoming a
homogeneous country. Surrounded by the sea, Japan saw few successful foreign inva-
sions in its early history and was in seclusion for almost 250 years (until 1858) under the
Shogunate rule. To assure national unification, the Shogunate strengthened the feudal
system by classifying those it ruled into four categories: warriors, peasants, manufac-
turers, and traders.

On the local level, the daily activities of the villagers were under the constant sur-
veillance of a community leader. If any member of the group disobeyed a rule or did
not cooperate with the others, he or she could be expelled from the group. It was dif-
ficult for a person so expelled to continue living in the community, so people tried to
conform to the rules. Although this system no longer exists, its influence can be seen in
the lifestyle of the group-oriented Japanese who continue to value conformity. Today,
for example, if one is different in appearance or behavior (such as evidenced by those
Japanese who were brought up or educated abroad), he or she is likely to be unwelcome
in Japanese society. In other words, the Japanese are anxious to belong to the group-
conscious majority, and the self-identity of the deaf Japanese has been strongly influ-
enced by this socio-cultural background.

In ancient Japan, deaf people were feared and pitied, and their lives were made
miserable by hearing people. When a deaf child was born, the birth was considered
a sign of misfortune for the family, and the child was treated harshly or abandoned.
The ancient Japanese believed so strongly in reincarnation that deafness was sometimes
considered to be a person’s punishment for past sins; however, by the 1850s, a few
deaf children of affluent or noble families were permitted to attend tempie schools to be
taught along with their hearing peers. Monks or other cultivated men provided instruc-
tion in reading, brush-writing, and counting on an abacus, but, because they believed
that deaf children were really uneducable, the teachers ignored their deaf charges most
of the time, and the children learned only to read and write their own name.
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In 1858, Commodore Matthew C. Perry arrived in Japan with his armed warships.
His arrival resulted in the overthrow of the Shogunate-ruled system and the opening of
Japan to the outside world. To modernize Japan, the new government dispatched dele-
gations to both Europe and the United States to study current international relations
and to investigate various institutions and cultures. The government also used educa-
tion as a tool for modernization, issuing a school law in 1872 that required every child
to attend official primary schools. Although the delegations reported on the education
of deaf students abroad, Japanese deaf children did not become full participants in the
educational system until the early 1950s, almost eighty years after the law went into
effect.

Yozo Yamao, a government official who had traveled to England in 1863 to study
ship manufacturing, saw deaf workers at a shipyard in Glasgow. Thus he learned that
deaf people could become productive members of society if they were educated. In
1871, after his return to Japan, Yamao proposed that the government establish a school
for deaf and blind children, stressing the necessity of education for disabled people.
Unfortunately, his efforts to start a school were in vain.

It was not until 1875, when a primary school teacher in Kyoto named Taishiro Furu-
kawa began teaching two deaf children in his classroom, that education for deaf people
began to become a reality in Japan. As the number of deaf and blind pupils who wished
to be enrolled increased, parents began to support the idea of a special school. Thus,
the first official school for deaf and blind students was founded in 1878, strongly sup-
ported by the Governor of Kyoto who had been impressed with the Yamao proposal.
Furukawa, the first instructor at the new school, taught reading, writing, geography,
and counting on an abacus. He used a manual method that he had originated, as well
as writing in the air or on the palm of a deaf/blind student’s hand. He also attempted
to teach his deaf students to speak. Furukawa believed that muteness was a result of
the lack of auditory input, not a necessary consequence of deafness; thus he believed
that deaf-mutes could be taught to speak through training. Unfortunately, there is no
further information available about his methods and how successful they were.

The second school for the deaf and blind in Japan was founded in Tokyo in 1880.
Because of financial problems, the Tokyo School was taken over by the Ministry of Edu-
cation five years later. Presently known as the School for the Deaf, the school is affiliated
with the University of Tsukuba. It is the only national school for deaf students in Japan,
although other local schools for deaf and blind children were later founded throughout
the country. Despite the insistence of one of the founders of the Tokyo School, who
quoted the resolution of the International Congress on Education for the Deaf held in
Milan, Italy in 1880, the manual approach was preferred over the oral approach, and all
of the Japanese schools adopted the manual teaching method used at the Kyoto School.

During the early years of deaf education in Japan, and indeed throughout its 110-
year history, reading and writing skills have been considered a critical part of the cur-
riculum. As one old deaf man explained, the teacher always carried paper and pen.
Any deaf student who signed to him had to write down what had been sighed, and
the teacher instantly corrected the student’s grammar. This is why so many elderly deaf
people are very skilled writers today.

Most of the early schools were residential, thus providing a place for the deaf stu-
dents from various parts of Japan to share their local signs with each other. This naturally
enriched manual communication and contributed to the solidification of Japanese Sign
Language (JSL). The deaf students who were educated through manual communication
had a clear picture of themselves as deaf persons, and were fully aware of the social
prejudice against them. They also knew where they were expected to stand in the family
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and in society in general, something that the young deaf Japanese students of today do
not experience.

The period between 1910 and 1920 saw many heated arguments about the most
desirable teaching method. Ultimately, there was a transition from the manual method
to oralism. Reports on oral educational methods used abroad, success stories of oralism,
and a visit to Japan by Alexander Graham Bell all affected the course of education for
the deaf in Japan. Shuji Izawa, who had studied under the father of A. G. Bell in the
United States, introduced “visual speech” to Japan. He later interpreted during Bell’s
1898 lecture tour to promote the necessity of an appropriate educational program for
deaf students.

Bell’s advocacy for speech training had a profound impact on many teachers in
Tokyo. For example, a school for deaf children in Nagoya encouraged the teachers to
study ways of teaching speech to deaf children, and its principal wrote articles on
speech training. The father of a deaf girl who had learned to speak devoted himself to
the spread of oralism and founded an oral school for deaf students in the Shiga district
in 1919. Later, A. K. Reischauer, who had come to Japan as a missionary, asked the
Clarke School for the Deaf in Massachusetts to send a teacher to Tokyo for his deaf
daughter. This led to the establishment of a private oral school for deaf students there
in 1929.

Although the manual method was still being used in the early 1930s, many teach-
ers felt that it was too difficult to teach deaf children written and spoken Japanese
through sign language. The Tokyo School became very interested in introducing the
oral method into its curriculum. When the administrators expressed their intentions to
the alumni, however, they met with much resistance and resentment. Emphasizing the
importance of meeting the needs of each deaf child, the Osaka City School for the Deaf
used all means of communication in teaching, but divided the deaf children into three
groups according to their capabilities: oral, manual, and total communication. Gradu-
ally, however, more and more schools began to adopt the oral method in the belief that
speech training would promise happiness in the future for the deaf. Oral successes gave
teachers confidence and, in due course, the manual method dramatically declined.

Oralism reached its peak in Japan in the 1930s. At school, all deaf children had to
undergo a strict series of speech training and were told to abstain from using JSL. If they
were found signing among themselves, they were punished. The parents, happy to see
that their deaf children could speak, cooperated with the teachers in support of oralism.
These attitudes caused deaf children to feel guilty about signing, and today deaf adults
who attended school during that time have bitter memories of their school days.

After World War 1, aural training was introduced and welcomed as a supplement
to oralism. With improved hearing aids, speech training and mainstreaming programs
became the norm. Enforcement of oralism, however, not only resulted in the decline
of the deaf culture that the manual deaf had built, but also fostered the biased feelings
that young deaf Japanese now have against older deaf adults.

Spoken and written Japanese is considered to be the only language used in Japan,
and JSL has been assumed to be an inferior form of communication for the deaf. That is,
JSL is not considered to be a language. Teachers strongly believe that the use of JSL dis-
torts the language development of deaf children and do not allow them to sign. Asked
for evidence of this distortion in language development caused by the use of JSL, the
teachers usually point out that the older deaf people rarely speak because of their edu-
cation through manual communication and are unable to integrate into society despite
their good writing abilities.

Thus, for nearly sixty years the deaf people of Japan have been taught to identify
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themselves with hearing people by mastering speech and striving to behave as normally
as possibly in the group-conscious majority. Many younger deaf Japanese feel ashamed
of their deafness and try to prevent hearing people from noticing it. Thus, they avoid
the old manual deaf adults and their way of communicating. However, some oral deaf
do sign while speaking, with or without voice, using what is called Pidgin Japanese
Sign Language. The more they use this method, the more they become frustrated with
their inability to convey their message fully, and occasionally they invent a new sign for
a Japanese word that has no definite sign. This tendency to create artificial signs can
also be found among hearing people who are interested in using JSL. It may well imply
their insensitivity to the uniqueness of the two languages—Japanese and JSL.

The older, manual deaf people, needless to say, become irritated or confused when
trying to communicate with the younger, oral deaf, and are no longer eager to share
their experiences with them. Because of their past experiences with oralism, many of
the older deaf people may feel inferior to the oral deaf, and may have given up their
efforts voluntarily to impart their culture to the younger deaf people. Thus, the young
deaf Japanese are quite unfamiliar with the deaf culture of their country. Oralism has
caused a generation gap that seems almost insurmountable.

The oral deaf in Japan are not so able to deal with problems, including those of
self-identity, as are the older, manual deaf people. At school the young are taught the
necessity of speech training for access to social integration, but once they leave the
school, they are discriminated against as deaf persons. The promises of the school do
not come true in the outside world. Recently, some of the congenitally deaf adults who
have not acquired spoken language despite years of training have begun to question the
educational philosophy and methods the schools have adopted.

Inspired by the International Congress on the Education of the Deaf held in Tokyo in
1975, a project was set up to establish an institute of higher education for deaf Japanese,
but more than a decade passed before the proposal became reality. The newly created
Tsukuba College of Technology will admit its first deaf students in the spring of 1990.
The school will offer a three-year career program, using all modes of communication.
This institution is expected a play an important role in the education of deaf students
in Japan and in the affirmation of a more positive self-image for deaf Japanese.

In ancient times, the Japanese were exposed to ideas from China that arrived in
Japan through Korea. Today these influences come from Europe and the United States.
Yet Japan remains a country where public consensus is paramount. The harder the deaf
Japanese strive to reestablish their self-respect and re-awaken awareness of their deaf
culture and language—necessary processes for self-identity—the more they are con-
fronted with discrimination by the homogeneous Japanese society. Thus, to perpetuate
their unique deaf culture and to continue the development of self-identity there—espe-
cially among the young—deaf people in Japan must face the objections of a society that
values conformity over individual differences.



Nepal: A Paradise forthe Deaf?

RAGHAYV BIR JOSHI

epal, a country about the size of Tennessee with a population of eigh-
teen million people, is located between Tibet and India. Nepal is di-
vided into three distinct geographical areas. The mountainous region in
the north, called the Himalayas, contains eight of the ten tallest moun-
tains in the world. The middle region is called the Middle Hills and the
Valleys, and the southern part, which is mainly agricultural, is called the Terai.

Background

In the beginning of the country’s history, Nepal was carved up into many small king-
doms. King Prithvi Narayan Shah, an ancestor of the present King Birendra, unified
Nepal around the sixteenth century. In 1846, a military general named Jung Bahadur
Rana usurped the throne and established his family as the rulers for the next 104 years.
In 1951, the Nepalese people backed King Tribhuvan, the grandfather of the present
king, in his overthrow of the Rana family rule and the establishment of a democracy,
with the monarchy as the source of power. In 1963, King Mahendra, the father of the
present king, started the Panchayat partyless democracy, which continues to be the
political system of the nation today.

Nepal’s population is 90 percent Hindu, 8 percent Buddhist, and 2 percent Islamic.
The three religions differ in several ways. For example, Hinduism recognizes a great
number of deities, while Buddhism emphasizes the “Middle Way,” rejecting excess and
fanaticism. Although other religions can be practiced in Nepal, proselytizing is forbid-
den by law. The religious beliefs of the country have deeply influenced all aspects of the
life, culture, and history of Nepal.

The people of Nepal are mostly Tibeto-Burmans, who came from the north, and
Indo-Aryans, who came from the south. Nepalese culture follows the caste system, in
which the population is classified into four general groups: (1) the Brahmins (“Head
Class”) are the priests—the highest caste, (2) the Chhetris (“Arm Class”) are the rulers
and warriors, (3) the Vaisyas (“Leg Class”) are artisans and traders, and (4) the Sudras
(“Feet Class”) are the serfs. In addition, there are sub-castes and many ethnic tribes in
the country. Marriage and other contact between castes is strongly discouraged.

A slightly different version of this paper has appeared in Sign Language Siudies, volume 71 (Summer, 1991), pp.
161-168.
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The Educational System

The general educational system in Nepal consists of ten classes divided into three levels:
(1) Class 1-5 = Primary level; (2) Class 6-7 = Lower Secondary level; and (3) Class
8-10 = Higher Secondary level. Some postsecondary education is also available. Pri-
mary education is compulsory, and the textbooks for these classes are provided by the
government. As of 1988, the national literacy rate was 30 percent.

Deaf education in Nepal did not begin until 1966. There are now four government
schools in the country serving approximately 300 students.

1. The School for the Deaf, Bal Mindir, Naxal, Kathmandu, was founded in 1966
and currently enrolls 160 students. The grade levels offered include Kinder-
garten 1-4, Class 1-7 (Primary and Lower Secondary Levels), Vocational Class
8-10 (where tailoring, knitting, carpentry, and electrical work are taught), and a
remedial class called Bridge Class.

2. The second school was founded in 1974. The Deaf Children School, Dishartha
Nagar, Bhairahawa, currently has sixty students taking courses on three levels—
Kindergarten 1-2, Class 1-5, and Vocational Class (tailoring and knitting).

3. Sidha Deaf Children School, Birenda Nagar, Surkhet, was founded in 1985 and
presently serves about thirty students. The school offers courses in Kindergarten
1-2 and Class 1-3, in addition to Vocational Class (tailoring, knitting, jewelry-
making, and purse-making).

4. The fourth school, the Deaf Children School, Rajbiraj, Saptari, opened in 1985
and now enrolls about thirty students. The class levels include Kindergarten 1-2,
Class 1-3, and Vocational Class (tailoring and knitting).

There are an estimated 500,000 deaf people in Nepal, about 3 percent of the total
population. Many deaf children are prevented from attending the schools because of
financial restraints, long travel distances between home and school, or lack of awareness
of the educational opportunities available. However, quite a few deaf students attend
schools for the mentally retarded or other disabled groups.

There is currently only one deaf teacher in the entire country, who usually works as
a substitute teacher or art teacher at the school for the deaf in Kathmandu. There are no
deaf teachers or deaf staff members at any other government schools for deaf children
in the country.

There are two nongovernment schools for deaf students in the town of Pokhara,
west of Kathmandu. The first, sponsored by a local youth support organization, has
about twenty students taught by two deaf teachers. The other is a private school with
fifteen students operated by a Japanese priest who receives financial support from the
Society of Jesuits.

The Welfare Society for the Hearing Impaired (WSHI), the agency responsible for
the four government schools for deaf students, was established in 1984 under the direc-
tion of the Health Services Coordination Committee (HSCC). Unfortunately, there has
been no deaf participation or input in this organization since its creation.

Oralism has been the prevalent mode of instruction since deaf education began
in Nepal. However, since 1988 the Total Communication approach has become more
accepted and will become the country’s educational approach after the HSCC officially
recognizes the new Nepali Sign Language Dictionary, which is nearing completion.

There are very few extracurricular activities for deaf students in Nepal. Occasionally
some participate in public contests in the arts (primarily drawing and painting) and in
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crafts (clothesmaking and knitting). Although there are no competitive athletic games
with other schools, each individual deaf school holds sports days from time to time.

The parents of deaf students are not adequately included in the education of their
children. The only service available to the parents is auditory evaluations of the chil-
dren. Parents have no opportunity to provide input or receive feedback from the schools
about their child’s educational development. However, the schools are beginning to de-
velop plans to provide sign language classes for the parents, which may help increase
their opportunities to participate in their children’s education in the future.

In general, the education of deaf children in Nepal succeeds in only about 15 per-
cent of the cases. The causes for this low success rate include the lack of resources, low
motivation of teachers, poor teacher training and skills, and weak administration and/
or government support. Although many teachers have college degrees, very few have
received any formal training in deaf education. A few teachers have traveled abroad
to attend special programs in deafness, and some have enrolled in a new, six-month
training program in deafness provided by the WSHI. Many deaf adults who have now
completed school are angry and bitter about the quality of the education they received.
Some of them have tried to express their concerns to the school administration, but to
date there has been no working relationship established between the schools and the
deaf community.

Employment

Services of any kind for deaf adults are virtually nonexistent in Nepal. There are very
few vocational training classes beyond the school levels, no interpreting services, and
no personal counseling available. It is difficult for deaf adults to obtain employment
because they do not have a “School Leaving Certificate,” which is equivalent to a high
school diploma. Most older deaf adults are unemployed and usually have very mini-
mal communication skills. They often stay with their families and work on farms or as
servants. Very few of these adults marry.

The adults who are under thirty years of age and who were educated at the deaf
schools received vocational training there in tailoring and knitting only. A few deaf indi-
viduals who wanted other types of vocational training have attended a special training
program for deaf people in India to study such things as photography and printing.
Some have taken short courses in typing, printing, or carpentry offered in Kathmandu.
Currently many deaf adults work as tailors; however, they know only how to sew, not
how to measure and cut the fabric.

About half of the educated deaf adults are unemployed. While some continue to
seek jobs, others stay at home and help with chores. Many of them cannot afford or are
unaware of the vocational training opportunities offered by foreign organizations.

Deaf people who do work usually secure their jobs through the efforts of their
families. It is rare for deaf individuals to find employment by themselves. Examples
of positions held by deaf employees include those of accountant, photo lab technician,
carpenter, office worker (such as typist, layout artist, printer), and owner of such small
businesses as a video rental shop. One deaf person who attended school but did not
graduate taught himself to make metal models of Hindu and Buddhist temples. In
Pokhara, several deaf men established their own tailoring business. In the beginning,
the public was wary of the enterprise, but now the business is thriving.

Deaf women who work are employed only in the area of tailoring. Most deaf women
stay with their families and help with home chores.
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The entire population of Nepal—not only disabled groups—is affected by the fact
that more than 70 percent of the national economy depends on foreign aid and tour-
ism. In a country where the per capita income is $160.00 in United States money (4,160
rupees), it is difficult for the general public to accept the fact that deaf people (as well
as other disabled individuals) are able to do many types of jobs. In general, deaf people
have both limited opportunities for vocational training and limited choices of work.
However, the situation is neither impossible nor hopeless. There is now an increase in
the number of vocational training programs for the disabled and disadvantaged groups
in the nation as the general population becomes more aware of the needs of these
people.

Discrimination

Deaf people in Nepal do not receive a School Leaving Certificate (SLC), primarily be-
cause they are not encouraged to take the required examinations. The Nepali govern-
ment has claimed that they have not yet developed an academic program and tests
appropriate for the Class 8-10 levels at the deaf school in Kathmandu and for the Class
4-10 levels at the other schools. Although it is possible for a deaf person to receive
special tutoring on the Class 8-10 level and then take the examinations for an SLC, no
deaf person has yet done this.

Deaf people are not allowed to apply for a driver’s license in Nepal. However,
through personal contacts with government officials, a few deaf adults have been able
to obtain licenses to operate motorcycles.

Deaf people, as well as other disabled groups in Nepal, are often subjected to public
ridicule. Many Nepalese, especially the uneducated, consider people with disabilities to
have “bad karma.” Bad karma means that the deaf person must have done something
bad in a previous life and must now work hard to rectify the misdeed in this life. Many
parents are ashamed of their disabled children, and a few parents have even committed
suicide. These misconceptions are slowly being overcome by increased public education.
People who work with deaf individuals or with other disabled groups are considered
virtuous and courageous.

Most of the movies that the Nepalese people watch are made in India. In these films,
deaf and disabled persons are portrayed as helpless or pitiful. Misconceptions about
deaf people are evident in the use of such terms as “deaf-mute” and “deaf and dumb”
in newspaper articles. There are virtually no public awareness programs on deafness or
other disabilities presented by the government.

Very few deaf persons marry deaf persons, both because of the various religious
beliefs and because of the restrictions imposed by the caste system. Many parents fear
that if a deaf person marries another deaf person, the couple would be unable to take
care of themselves or their children. Further, some believe that a deaf couple may con-
tinue the bad karma by producing more deaf children. A few deaf individuals have
overcome these obstacles and married. One deaf couple, from different castes, dared to
elope, and now they have two healthy children and good jobs.

The United States Peace Corps Volunteer Service in Nepal

The United States Peace Corps is the organization that provides manpower and techni-
cal skills in agriculture, forestry, health care, education, and other essential areas to the
nations of the Third World. Currently, there are 150 Peace Corps volunteers in Nepal.
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Sometimes they work with UNICEF, United States AID, or other foreign volunteer
organizations in providing services to the country.

When the first school for the deaf was founded in 1966, one of the Peace Corp volun-
teers provided auditory and speech training to the children. In 1987, another volunteer
assisted in the development of the first-ever Nepali Sign Language Dictionary, working
with two deaf Nepali artists who compiled the handsigns from the deaf community in
Nepal. She also assisted in developing the first Nepali fingerspelling system. In 1988 and
1989, the Peace Corps volunteers provided five teachers and speech/language therapists
to the four government-supported deaf schools. It is hoped that the Peace Corps will
provide manpower for the teacher training program at Tribhuvan University and for
other services for deaf adults in Nepal in the future.

Besides their work roles, the Peace Corps volunteers participate in community ac-
tivities and can use secondary project funds such as the Peace Corp Partnership fund
and the Small Project Assistance fund to help at their work sites or communities. Those
funds are available only because of the presence of the Peace Corps volunteers. The
Peace Corps is able to provide its services only when a host government requests or
agrees to the volunteer services; however, the schools and deaf organizations can also
request other foreign organizations to provide financial assistance, donations of equip-
ment and supplies, or volunteer manpower.

Social and Community Activities

After the first group of deaf students completed their schooling in Kathmandu, they
established the Deaf Development Club (DDC). Their main activity was sports, primarily
soccer and volleyball.

In 1980, when the DDC decided to apply for a register from the government, they
changed the name of the organization to the Deaf Welfare Association (DWA). Their re-
quest was denied, however, because of the planned establishment of the Welfare Society
for the Hearing Impaired, which came into being in 1984. Although the government
insisted there should be no more than one organization serving the deaf population of
Nepal, the DWA continued their activities on an unofficial basis.

In 1988, the DWA reapplied for a register after again changing its name, this time
to the Kathmandu Association of the Deaf (KAD). In their application they emphasized
the difference in the missions of the KAD and the WHSI. The main purpose of the KAD
was to provide rehabilitation and recreational services to deaf adults and deaf awareness
classes to the public, while the WHSI would be responsible for the education of deaf
people. The application papers are still at the office of the Health Services Coordination
Committee awaiting a decision.

In addition to the KAD, there are two informal clubs for the deaf, located in Pokhara
and Bhairahawa. Their main focus is on social activities.

Until 1979, deaf people in Nepal had contact with no other deaf community outside
their country except for those in India. Then a deaf couple from Italy visited Nepal.
This was an enormous surprise to the deaf community, who learned that there were
indeed many deaf people living outside Nepal, that there were many types of organi-
zations and services for deaf communities in other countries, and that deaf people in
other countries were permitted to marry each other without restrictions. Since then,
deaf Nepalese have met deaf persons from many other countries as well.

In 1987 a deaf representative from Nepal was invited to participate in the World Fed-
eration of the Deaf Conference in Finland and in the Stockholm Associjation of the Deaf
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Conference in Sweden. He shared with the audience and with his fellow deaf Nepalese
his experiences, especially as they related to human rights for deaf individuals.

To promote deaf awareness among the general public, KAD members have partici-
pated in several national activities, including donating blood to the Red Cross Society,
raising earthquake relief funds, preparing mountaineering trips to India, arranging the
annual New Year picnics, participating in governmental marches for festivals, and help-
ing with fundraising projects.

Some of the deaf men in the KAD have become involved in competitive sports, espe-
cially in such individual activities as gymnastics, track, karate, and yoga. Deaf adults
have not yet formed teams to play against hearing players, however, because there is
no hearing person available in Nepal who can use sign language and interpret for them.

The KAD, which relies heavily on donations from other groups, has recently re-
ceived the following contributions: a donation from the Stockholm Association of the
Deaf for travel expenses to the conferences in Finland and Sweden, funding from the
American Women of Nepal for furniture, a donation from the Norwegian Association
of the Deaf, and two typewriters (in Nepali and English) from UNICEF. Currently the
KAD is trying to obtain assistance from the United States Peace Corps and UNICEF for
printing sign language calendars and Nepali fingerspelling cards.

The KAD currently has about fifty-six active members, including a few hearing
advocates. As previously stated, there are about 300 students at the schools for the deaf
and thousands of deaf people who never went to school or obtained any vocational train-
ing. Thus, some of the future goals of the deaf community in Nepal include vocational
training classes and other short-term educational classes for deaf adults; interpreting
services; social and recreational activities for deaf adults; sign language classes and deaf
awareness training for the public; support groups for parents of deaf children; support
of deaf youth in their endeavors; a networking system both within the country and with
other foreign countries; a newsletter for the members of the KAD, for the Nepal public
and for people around the world; and office space and classrooms for the KAD.

Many of these goals will be accomplished when more deaf people become better
educated, when the government becomes more aware of and better understands the
needs of the deaf community, and when there are more resources and financial support
available to alleviate some of the problems. It is obvious from this brief overview that the
deaf community of Nepal faces an enormous challenge in overcoming these obstacles,
many of which are based on fear and ignorance; nevertheless, the members of the Kath-
mandu Association of the Deaf are ready to undertake these enormous responsibilities
with hope, persistence, and diligence.



Deaf culture in pakistan

ANWAR SHAMSHUDIN

n Pakistan, a Muslim country, religion plays a very significant role in our gen-

eral culture and thus in our deaf culture as well. Respect for elders is essential,

and the younger generation does not have as many rights or as much freedom

as they do in Western countries. The masses, in general, experience feelings

of inferiority, and deaf people, especially, are considered outsiders with very
few opportunities to prove their abilities or establish their identity.

The majority of people in our country—nearly 80 percent—dwell in villages, where
they are born into poverty and die in distress. They live a life that does not permit
them to go beyond these meager means, primarily out of respect for the elders in their
family, because to achieve beyond the family’s status is considered disrespectful. They
live in limited space with no ventilation, sanitation, cleanliness, or facilities for health
care. Schools do not exist, even in areas where there are thousands of people. In such a
culture it is not hard to imagine the plight of deaf people, who live in helplessness and
are neglected most of the time.

In a culture such as this—where even the common people with hearing children
can ill afford education—it would be a dream come true for deaf children to have a
right to an education or an educational facility to attend. Their level of illiteracy and
lack of ability to communicate with hearing people drives deaf people to a state of de-
spondency, so that some lead a caged life, forever dependent on their families for their
daily needs.

Members of the older generation in our country are orthodox in their views and
consider deafness a taboo and a curse from heaven. They therefore tend to hide deaf
children from others. When a deaf child reaches an age at which he or she can no longer
be kept indoors, the elders then go in search of a so-called cure from the leader of one
of the religious cults. Sometimes they even resort to witchcraft.

Parents who are a little more educated often seek out the village doctor, who typi-
cally is not qualified to diagnose or treat deafness. The well-qualified doctors, who can
correctly diagnose “muteness,” do not want to practice in the rural areas. This frustrates
the parents as well as the child. Unfortunately, it is the child who has to bear the brunt
of the parent’s rage as the illiterate parents lose not only their time but also their money
to the village doctor.

There are also some parents who pamper and overprotect their young deaf children,
with the result that these children never develop any self-confidence. Such overatten-
tion is more of a curse than a blessing for a deaf child. It is true, of course, that there
is no cure for deafness, but understanding, care, and love during the early years, fol-
lowed by a proper education, can change the deaf child’s life. Deaf people, although
they cannot hear or speak, possess a sharp mind that is full of know-how and, if given
direction, will often prove to be more worthy than a “normal” person.
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Owing to financial difficulties, Pakistani parents often force their children—both
hearing and deaf—to join the labor force as soon as they are old enough. In the larger
cities, however, this is not so prevalent because people there have sufficient financial
resources to provide a good education for their hearing children.

For hearing children whose parents can afford it, there are scattered educational
facilities, such as the Mosque schools in some villages, but the doors of education are
closed to deaf children. Their right to an education is denied because they cannot speak,
and they grow up feeling they do not belong to society. If a deaf child has some skill or
ability that can be self-developed, he may, however, strive for achievement in his own
humble way.

All children love to go to school, and it is the prime duty of all parents not to
deny this right to their child. But most deaf children do not get even an opportunity
to know what education is. To them, the print on paper is merely a black mark. Spe-
cial schools for these children are very few. Even where there are schools, there are no
qualified teachers to teach deaf students. In Karachi, where there are schools for deaf
children, the students go only to the tenth grade—which barely compares with the fifth
grade in America or in other Western countries. Higher education for deaf students is a
far-distant dream in Pakistan.

As we look deeper into the situation for deaf people of Pakistan, we observe that
girls are even further behind, again owing primarily to our religious customs. Girls—
both deaf and hearing—are confined within the four walls and safety of the home,
which eliminates any chance for a formal education. Deaf people are always at the mercy
of hearing people, and deaf girls have no rights at all. For example, if a girl is molested,
she cannot point out the culprit for fear of humiliation. She would be cursed for the rest
of her life if she even opened her mouth to make the accusation.

Even if a deaf girl were fortunate enough to obtain some formal education, there
is little or no possibility that she would be able to use that education to work outside
the home; her education is beneficial neither to her nor to others. Deaf girls lead a very
depressed life, not having the confidence even to go alone to meet friends or relatives.
In the cities, some of these situations have improved and, after attending school, deaf
girls are more confident and can work in the sewing or tailoring trades to earn a little
pocket money. But this situation is new and still does not exist for deaf women living
in the villages.

Recently Ms. Donna Platt, a deaf woman from America, visited Pakistan while on a
world tour and was my guest for a couple of days. Our organization introduced her to
deaf members of our community and to other deaf people residing in Karachi. All who
met her were amazed to learn that she had travelled alone from one side of the world
to the other.

In most cases, our culture does not permit boys and girls to choose their own life
partner. Marriages are permitted only by arrangements of the elders—the dowry sys-
tem still exists and must be agreed upon ahead of time. Marriages for deaf people are
all the more difficult.

A deaf boy can marry a hearing girl, but the reverse is practically impossible and
is not acceptable within the orthodox society. Even when an arranged marriage takes
place for a deaf girl, she is usually ignored and neglected by the families. If a deaf child
(God forbid) is born to a deaf couple, the deaf woman is considered an outcast. Such is
the situation for deaf people, not only in Pakistan but in neighboring countries as well.

However, to achieve through struggle has been the most popular and celebrated
maxim in the lives of great men. In recent years, young deaf people struggled to form
an organization that we hope will improve the plight of deaf people in our society. Our
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central focus, despite all hardships, is achieving the best in all our endeavors. One of
our goals is to enlighten people about our sign language. With the help of other nations,
we are beginning to do that. Recently Munizeh T. Hussain, a hearing woman who runs
the Anjuman Behbood-e-Samat-e-Atfal (ABSA) School for the Deaf, arranged a Lan-
guage Research Project with the help of the Norwegian Association of the Deaf and the
Norwegian Church Aid. Fifteen Pakistani deaf members collaborated with two Norwe-
gians—Mr. Odd-Inge Schroeder and Mr. Patrick Coppock—to develop a dictionary of
Pakistan Sign Language. This project will benefit deaf and hearing people alike in our
country.

The aim of our struggles in Pakistan can be summed up in the following plea: “Deaf
people have a right to live, so let them live with honor, dignity, and pride.” We hope
and trust that the worldwide deaf nation will be with us in this effort.
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Language n South Afri

ROBERT M. T. SIMMONS

he situation for deaf people in South Africa is complex. It is linked to the
country’s political and social views regarding different ethnic groups as well
as the history of education for deaf people in South Africa.

There is no uniform sign language in South Africa like that found in the
United States, Great Britain, or Australia. Instead, there are many different
sign language systems that have developed among South African ethnic groups during
the past 100 years. For example, there are two groups of White people, two groups of
Colored, and one group of Indian South African, each of which may use English and/
or Afrikaans language as their medium of education and means of communication. In
addition, there are ten to twelve different tribes of Black Africans, each possessing its
own distinctive language, e.g., Zulu, Tswana, Sotho, etc. Thus the diversity of “mother
tongues” (spoken languages) and cultures has influenced the formation of different sign
languages in South Africa. These sign languages originated in places that were demo-
graphically and geographically isolated from one another, and their development was
not greatly encouraged by the domination of oral education in schools for deaf Africans,
especially during the past forty years. For these reasons, Deaf culture has not developed
as strongly in South Africa as it has in other countries, and sign language researchers
are confronted with the great problem of studying various sign languages and finding
their common meeting ground.

Characteristics of Deaf Communities in South Africa

As with most other disabilities, exact statistics on deafness in South Africa are not
readily available; however, table 1 contains approximate figures.

1 would like to express my gratitude to Mrs. Henna Opperman, National Director of the South African National
Council for the Deaf, and to Professor Claire Penn for their encouragement and interest in this paper. Thanks
must also go to Ms. Dale Ogilvy and Sister Gemma for their valuable information on Black deaf education, and
to Mrs. Susan Weil-Venter for her patience and diligence in typing and proofreading the original manuscript of
this paper.
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TABLE 1: The Population of Deaf People in South Africa gé_l ;ZF
Meaningfully Measurably WAY
Total Totally Hearing Hearing %s
Population Group Population Deaf (1%) Impaired (3%) Impaired (6%)
Blacks 18,238,000 182,380 547,140 1,094,280
Whites (includes
Afrikaans) 4,807,000 48,070 144,210 288,420
Coloreds 2,817,000 28,170 84,510 169,020
Indians and
Other Asians 887,000 8,870 26,610 53,220
Totals 26,749,000 267,490 802,470 1,604,940

A hearing community in Johannesburg or Cape Town may be composed of different
ethnicand cultural groups; the same is the case for deaf communities. Each deaf commu-
nity in South Africa is uniquely affected by its location. For example, the Johannesburg
deaf community is shaped by the fact that it is located in one of the largest urban areas
in South Africa. A large number of deaf people are employed in this area, and thus
they make up a very large and powerful community. Likewise, the identity of the Pre-
toria community is undeniably influenced by the political and educational institutions
in that city.

Deaf people can move from one geographical location to another and enter into
new communities with ease, e.g., the Wittebome deaf people can easily visit the deaf
community of Natal. They carry with them the knowledge of their specific cultures,
which helps them establish new community ties and learn the specific issues and opera-
tions of the new community. Unlike in the United States, where there is a single Deaf
culture whose members live in different communities, there are many different deaf
communities across South Africa, each with its own Deaf culture.

Language Use

The deaf communities in South Africa are composed of people from different cultural
groups, and thus language use within the community is different from language use
within the particular cultural group. This is primarily a result of the South African edu-
cational system, which will be discussed later in this paper. Unlike the situation in the
United States, where all members of the deaf community use American Sign Language
(ASL), the sign languages of the various deaf communities in South Africa differ from
one community to the next. If there could be one uniform and national sign language
(South African Sign Language or SASL) developed by searching for a common ground
among the various cultural groups, then all Deaf South Africans would use the same
sign language.

Deaf people who prefer to use their own sign language in public speaking situations
must obtain the services of sign-to-voice interpreters. When Deaf people are involved in
community activities that include hearing people who use English, they may prefer to
use Signed English. Language use at the community level is rather flexible, but within
the culture group, language use is more restricted.

The distinction between community and culture allows us to explain how some
Deaf people may accept, respect, and even use the language of the majority group—
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English—but at the same time prefer the language of their own cultural group. Deaf
people feel a strong identification with their own particular variety of sign language be-
cause it is a part of their cultural background. But when they are involved in community
activities, the use of another language allows them to interact with other people who
are not Deaf. The same situation applies to hearing South Africans, who may use one
spoken language in the home but the language of the majority in social settings.

Education for White Deaf Children

The Europeans who settled in South Africa brought with them the idea that deaf people
were uneducable. This notion combined with the native African belief that deafness was
a divine visitation and should be accepted as such. Such attitudes toward deaf people
prevailed in South Africa through three centuries of white rule. These beliefs may still
exist in some rural areas, particularly in the Black homelands, e.g., Transkei, Bophutha-
tswana, and Venda. However, many of the notions that were prevalent in those dark
years are now being swept away by the enlightened conviction that all deaf people are
educable and capable of doing everything as well and as efficiently as hearing people.

Included in the political and social situations found in South Africa is the distinction
between White, Afrikaaner, non-White (Colored and Indian), and Black. The history
of the educational system for deaf children in South Africa reflects these distinctions
as well.

The first public school for White hearing children of Dutch origin was founded
in the Cape of Good Hope colony as early as 1663, but the first school for white deaf
children did not appear until 200 years later, when the Roman Catholic Church estab-
lished a school in Cape Town in 1863. This school—first called the Dominican School
and later renamed the Grimley School for the Deaf—was opened by Bishop Grimley,
who brought nuns to Cape Town from Ireland. These nuns introduced the Irish Sign
Language (ISL) and its variety of one-handed fingerspelling. Thus, Cape Town became
the first site for an English-medium education for deaf children in Southern Africa.

In the beginning of the educational system in South Africa, many deaf citizens of
all ethnic groups attended school for only short periods of time or not at all. Hospitals,
clinics, and treatment and assessment facilities were very limited until the mid-1950s. In
rural areas, children often were not diagnosed as deaf until their teens or young adult-
hood. Today, there is a large group of deaf adults who lack language skills, all of whom
come from population groups that have had limited or no educational opportunities.

Before 1937, when South Africa introduced compulsory education for all disabled
children of European descent (including deaf children), both White and non-White
(Colored and Indian) students were accommodated in the Grimley School. After the law
went into effect, however, the numbers of deaf children attending the school increased,
and the Non-White children were transferred to Wittebome, a suburb south of Cape
Town. They brought with them the Irish Sign Language used at the Grimley School, and
ISL has been maintained in Wittebome to this day. This Wittebome Sign Language has
become the hallmark of the Cape Town Colored deaf community (mainly those of Malay
descent) and, to a lesser extent, of the White deaf community of the Cape Peninsula.

In 1881, Rev. G. de la Bat of the Dutch Reformed Church opened the first school for
Afrikaans-speaking White deaf children in Worcester, a town in the wine-farming area
east of Cape Town. The language of instruction at that school was Afrikaans, although
English was taught as a second language. The British two-handed alphabet was adapted
for use with their signs, which became known as the Worcester Sign System. It was not
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until 1954 that another Afrikaans-medium school was established, this time in Pretoria.
The goal of this school (the Transoranje School for the Deaf) was to serve children who
lived in the northern provinces of South Africa, such as Transvaal, Orange Free State,
and the northern part of Natal.

In 1884, a group of German Dominican nuns in King William’s Town began teach-
ing deaf children who lived in Eastern Cape Province. The language of instruction was
English rather than German, and the method of instruction was mainly oral, although
the sign language that was permitted was based more or less on British Sign Language
and its two-handed alphabet.

During the 1920s, a small private school in Johannesburg was begun by Miss Jessica
Davis, a British-born teacher trained to work with deaf students. Later, Dominican Sis-
ters established a convent in Johannesburg and built a school for deaf children whose
parents found the distance to King William’s Town too great to travel. The convent
school was called St. Vincent’s School for the Deaf, and it later joined with Miss Davis’
school. This amalgamated institution officially opened in 1934. The St. Vincent Sign Sys-
tem, an offshoot of BSL, became the hallmark of the English-medium schools for deaf
children.

Several schools were established between 1933 and 1988 for the Colored, Indian, and
Black deaf communities. These have been supported both by the Department of Edu-
cation and by various religious organizations. Today, the trend in education is toward
new programs, such as mainstreaming, not only for various ethnic groups but also for
moderately to severely hearing impaired students.

Education for Indian Deaf Students

Until 1968, Indian and other Asian deaf children had attended the schools with White
deaf children in Worcester and Wittebome in the Cape Province. By 1968, the need for
a school for deaf Indian children had become pressing, mainly because of the long dis-
tances these children were forced to travel. Furthermore, the non-White deaf students
came from an ethnic group with its own cultural, social, and religious values that were
different from those of the White deaf students. Therefore, in 1969, the first school for
the more than 200 Indian deaf children opened in Durban, and was soon filled to ca-
pacity. A second school (the V.N. Naik School for the Deaf) was established north of
Durban in 1984.

At about the same time, a third school for deaf Indian students was established
in the Transvaal. This school (the Lenasia School for the Hearing Impaired) also serves
deaf Indian children from the independent states of Bophuthatswana, Swaziland, and
Lesotho. The method of signing used there is loosely based on the St. Vincent and the
Wittebome sign languages as well as on American Sign Language.

Education for Black Deaf Students

The history of education for deaf Black students goes back to 1937, when education
became compulsory for all deaf children in South Africa. At present, there are eighteen
well-established schools for deaf African children, each serving a different ethnic group
or area. These schools include the Kutluwanong School near Rustenburg, Transvaal
(serving the Tswana); the Dominican School in Hammanskraal near Pretoria (Tswana);
St. Thomas School in King William’s Town (Xhosa); the Vuleka School in Zululand
(Zulu); and Sizwile School for the Deaf in Soweto near Johannesburg (Sotho, Tswana,
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Zulu). These schools have developed their own sign language systems independently
of one another. These systems have yet to be linguistically analyzed or compared with
the sign language systems used by the White, Indian, and Colored deaf communities.
All of these schools use American fingerspelling, but most of these seem to have based
their in-class sign language on the Nieder-Hartman sign language book, Talking to the
Deaf (1980).

All of these schools are under the control of the Department of Education and
Training (Special), which has developed an internal system of in-service teacher train-
ing. Research on and application of the different African sign languages is beginning
to receive a lot of attention within the Black education system. At present, a more or
less uniform system of instruction is used in the African deaf schools. The schools
have also recently adopted English as an educational medium: The native spoken lan-
guages of various groups (with their respective regional and employment limitations)
had previously been used.

Although Signed English is the teaching method used in these schools, there exists
the possibility that regional variations occur both inside and outside the classroom. Of
major concern is the fact that the signs used in the classroom do not appear to be the
same as the signs children use on the playground. Further research on South African
sign languages, particularly those of Black deaf communities, was attempted once, but
this effort was rejected owing to its unscientific approach. Hearing people have made
the final decision on what signs would be used in the classroom.

There are no high schools for Black deaf children. The highest level they can attain
in school is Standard 5, which is equivalent to approximately the eighth grade in the
United States. The teachers use Signed English and speech in the Black schools, with the
home languages (e.g., Zulu or Sotho) taught as a second language. However, teachers
are aware that they are not using Signed English but rather Pidgin Sign English (PSE).

The Department of Education and Training provides guidelines for education and
administration of schools in the homelands. Black deaf children start school at an aver-
age age of two to three years in urban areas. In the rural areas, where schools have
limited facilities and long waiting lists, most Black deaf children do not enter school
until the age of seven to eight.

Oral education for deaf students was favored in Europe and the United States be-
tween 1940 and 1980, and South Africa followed suit. Thus, sign language was frowned
upon and was so severely suppressed by the educational authorities that its natural de-
velopment among White deaf children was stunted. However, the opposite was true in
the African deaf schools. Because at that time, schools for the Black deaf students were
few and far removed from one another, and because their education barely reached
the high school level, the development of their sign language was not encumbered by
the restrictions placed upon the White deaf community. Thus the African deaf children
were first taught their local sign language at home and in their preprimary classes (from
ages two to six). They were also encouraged to develop spoken language skills so that
they could learn and assimilate their spoken “mother tongue” with comparative ease.

Once every three months, the schools for Black deaf children now hold meetings
and workshops in various locations throughout South Africa to discuss methods of
teaching oral and manual languages and to search for a common ground for all Black
sign languages. This may eventually lead to the formation of one common sign lan-
guage system not only adaptable to all different African Deaf cultures but also able to
bridge the gap of communication between deaf school children and deaf adults. Black
deaf children have English as their third language, because this language is essential
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for communication with other people and for employment in towns and cities. With the
acquisition of “White” languages—English and Afrikaans—Black deaf people will be
able to establish contact with White and other ethnic deaf communities.

At present, the White school system discriminates against deaf teachers, and there
are no certified deaf teachers in these schools. The Black deaf education system employs
two deaf teachers, but they had been qualified as teachers prior to becoming totally
deaf. These facts should be viewed in light of the fact that there are only about forty
deaf college graduates in South Africa within a total population of 27 million people.
All forty of these graduates have been forced to acquire their degrees either by being
mainstreamed into the universities and technicons, or through correspondence courses
with the University of South Africa. No special tuition assistance is available for deaf
students attending any of the sixteen South African universities or at the technicons in
large cities.

Social Relations

Deaf people in South Africa, in spite of their different racial groups, educational back-
grounds, sign languages, and second languages, are drawn to each other. After estab-
lishing some sort of understanding of each other’s sign language, they feel a sense of
comradeship and identification of status in the Deaf world. This does not seem to be the
case with hearing people. When hearing people stay in foreign countries for a length of
time, they must take a crash course in speaking and reading the language of the country
in order to obtain some mastery of the foreign language. But when deaf people come
into contact with other deaf communities in foreign countries, they seem to be able to
enter into conversation with each other with greater ease.

I was recently involved in a sign language research study with nine other deaf
people from different cultural/linguistic groups. We communicated with each other in
such a relaxed and unself-conscious manner that it seemed our racial, linguistic, and
social differences were thrown out the window. We became one fraternity of deaf people.
Hearing people should pay attention to this—it teaches a valuable lesson about showing
respect for and cooperating harmoniously with other cultural groups. The existence of
political and social conflicts seems to bring out the best in those aspects of Deaf culture
that are unique and separate from other cultural groups. The reactions of deaf people
in such situations also points out that a group of deaf people is not merely a group of
like-minded people, e.g., a sports club or bridge club, but is also a group of people who
share a code of behaviors and values that is learned and passed on from one generation
of Deaf people to the next. Entering into Deaf culture and becoming Deaf mean learning
all the appropriate ways of behaving like a Deaf person.

In 1989, the South African National Council for the Deaf and the Human Sciences
Research Council initiated an extensive research program on South African sign lan-
guages and their variants. Under the directorship of Professor Claire Penn, a team of
hearing and deaf researchers (including myself) negotiated with different deaf ethnic
communities to collect signs for the first South African Sign Language dictionary. This
research program, still in progress, has compiled about 420 signs [as of March, 1989].
In the next three years, we hope to compile over 3,500 signs by holding further sign
language board meetings every three months with the goal of videotaping 500 signs per
meeting. We are standing on the threshold of an exciting era of advancement in educa-
tion and sign language development for all groups of deaf people in South Africa. We
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appeal to you, our comrades in the Deaf world, to give us encouragement and advice,
and share our interest in developing our South African Sign Language, which is unique
among all other sign languages in the world.
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culture-Based, concepts and
Soctal Life of Disabled persons
in Sub-Saharan Africa: The
case of the Deaf

PATRICK DEVLIEGER

or the purposes of this discussion, “culture” must be understood in a
holistic sense, as the relation of human beings to their environment in
its widest sense. It is only within this wider perspective that the develi-
opment of deaf culture as a genuine expression of the deaf community
is a realistic possibility. To consider deaf culture within the framework
of a holistic concept of culture will prevent the isolation and self-marginalization of the
deaf community from its wider social environment. Such a view will also prevent the
stereotyping of deaf culture, and will instead account for the variety of its development.

This paper focuses on understanding disability in the sociocultural context of sub-
Saharan Africa. Knowledge about African concepts of disability, which has always been
available, has been ignored in the planning and implementation of services for disabled
people. However, before service institutions were imposed on the African people, dis-
ability was approached solely in a community-oriented way. Recently there has been a
shift back from the institution-based services to community-based and integrated ser-
vices for disabled people as a way to adapt services to the realities of African countries.
New interest in sociocultural aspects of disability is beginning to develop (Momm and
Konig, 1989). The application of such knowledge to the development of services for
disabled people is a challenge for the future.

The shift to community-based services that take into account the African view of
disability, however, has been based primarily on economic realities, i.e., the motive has
been to reach more people in a more cost-effective way. As a result, the social-cultural
elements of disability have not received enough consideration (Ingstad, 1989). What has
developed instead is an individual-centered approach to the disabled person. A truly
community-based approach, in which the community is the center of attention, is still
lacking. One explanation for this could be that the information on sociocultural aspects
of disability is available only to a limited extent. Thus, there is a need for additional
sociocultural research on disability that can be used in the implementation of programs

I am indebted to Mr. J. Kisanji and Dr. M. Ndurumo for fruitful discussions on this paper. The ideas expressed re-
main, however, my sole responsibility as the author. 1 am also grateful to the organizers of The Deaf Way and to
the Wenner Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research for facilitating my participation in this conference.
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for disabled people. Such work supposes that organizations will include qualitative ele-
ments in their conception of development. Such an attitude will help the development
of African self-reliance in rehabilitation.

The Disabled Person in the African Social-Cultural Environment

The term “marginal” has been used to describe the status of disabled children in African
communities. However, 1 will argue that the disabled person’s status in the community
is not marginal, but ambiguous.

In the African context, disability is thought of in a holistic way. The most signifi-
cant question is “Why?—why is the person disabled?” The entire sociocultural system
of a community comes into play in thinking about the cause of a disability. The dis-
course about disability is in terms of relations and differs from scientific discourse. In this
holistic scheme, disability is the starting point from which one reflects on relations of a
deeper nature. The levels of relations will be discussed in this paper. To illustrate these
statements, I will refer to the culture of the Songye, a tribe living in East-Kasai, Zaire.

Abnormality—any deviance from an established norm—is known in every culture,
and the criteria that are used to define normal and abnormal are culture-specific. Thus,
to define the abnormality of a child, the Songye use specific criteria that do not nec-
essarily apply to other societies. There are three categories of abnormal children in the
Songye society: “ceremonial children” (baana mishinga); “miserable children” (baana ba
malwa); and “faulty children” (baana ba bilema). Each of these types of children has a
different status in the community.

“Ceremonial children” are those who are born under special circumstances, or who
exhibit special bodily characteristics at birth. Examples of ceremonial children include
twins, children born with teeth, children born with the umbilical cord around the neck,
or children born with feet or hands first. These children are surrounded with ceremonies
to secure their integration into the society. Given a specific name according to the situa-
tion of their birth, they are said to have special powers. Because of these characteristics,
the Songye regard these ceremonial children as being of higher status than other chil-
dren, and display an attitude of respect toward them. Thus it becomes obvious that,
within the Songye culture, abnormality does not necessarily lead to a marginal status.

In contrast, “miserable children” are not considered to be human beings at all, be-
cause they do not possess certain essential human attributes. Miserable children include
those affected by albinism, dwarfism, and hydrocephaly. They are considered super-
natural beings, because they are thought to have been in contact with the anti-world of
sorcerers. The Songye believe miserable children have come to this world to stay only a
short time and will soon return to their world. Thus, their relations with other people
are indeed marginal, because social contact with miserable children is limited and often
rule-governed.

The third category is that of “faulty” or disabled children. These children do not
have a special, higher status as do the ceremonial children, but they are considered to be
human beings, unlike the miserable children. The label “faulty” indicates that the dis-
abled person’s body is characterized by a fault, the cause of which lies either with God
or with the relations of a family member with the environment, family members of the
same or different lineages, or ancestors. Because the removal of the fault is impossible,
the disabled person is accepted in the world as a “normal abnormality.”

Disabled people are integrated into society, but in an indifferent way. Their status is,
therefore, ambiguous. Murphy et al. (1988) have labeled this status “liminal” —betwixt
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and between—referring to the transitory nature of the rites de passage. In the liminal
stage of such rites, the person involved is neither a child nor an adult. It is characteristic
of this stage for the subject to be under the strong authority of a supervisor and to
experience a strong sense of solidarity with the other participants (Turner, 1967). The
liminal stage is a temporary condition that is resolved by completing the rites. For dis-
abled people, however, this liminal status is not temporary, but fixed, thus making their
status in the community one of permanent potentiality. With sufficient stimulation from
the environment, this potential can be exploited, but, in the same way, it can become
marginal owing to societal constraints.

The attitude of nondisabled people follows the perception of the status of disabled
people, and is one of tolerance and acceptance, not of normalization. The disabled per-
son is not stimulated by his community to be active. Rather, the initiative must come
from the individual him or herself.

The view of disability as ambiguous becomes an urgent social and human problem
when disabled persons find themselves rejected by a society on its way to urbanization.
Disability then becomes part of the major problem of poverty. At the age of adulthood,
disabled people may be forced into begging. However, isolation—a problem that is
common to Western societies—is alien to African societies. Although a disabled person
may find him or herself marginalized as a street beggar, this does not mean the disabled
person is isolated from friends and family members. (It should be noted here that beg-
ging is not a common practice among deaf people, who are known to be hard-working
and sometimes possessing special skills.)

African Concepts of Disability—The Holistic View of Relations

As stated earlier, traditional African thinking about disability is holistic in nature. As
opposed to scientific thinking, it takes into account relations between human beings and
their environment at various levels. Although scientific thinking is accepted by African
people, it is not viewed as sufficient to explain phenomena such as disability. Accord-
ingly, the Songye explain disability in terms of relationships. They take into account
the interaction between human beings and their environment, although, in biomedical
thinking, most of these relationships would be considered irrelevant. In that sense, the
African concepts offer elements that might help to complete Western thinking about
disability.

The Songye believe that the appearance of a disability can be explained by problems
that have occurred at different levels of relationships, from the most basic level of a per-
son’s relationship with the physical environment, to relationships with family members
through sorcery, to relationships with ancestors, and finally to relationships with God.

Relations with the Environment

The relationship of the family to the physical environment finds expression in certain
dietary prescriptions and taboos that a pregnant woman must observe in order to deliver
a child who is physically normal and characterized by normal behavior. The appear-
ance of certain “faults” (bilema), therefore, can sometimes be attributed to the mother’s
negligence or nonobservance of prescriptions or taboos. If the mother eats a forbidden
animal, for example, it is believed that the child will take on some of the animal’s charac-
teristics. Thus, the meat of a sheep must not be eaten, as this will cause bodily weakness
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in the child; the meat of a serpent will prevent the child from walking upright, and
so on.

Relations between Family Members of the Same Lineage through Sorcery’

Sorcery is a belief system in sub-Saharan Africa that is used to explain evil in terms
of relationships between family members of the same lineage. Therefore, if a disability
appears either at birth or later, the relationships between the parents of the disabled
child and other family members will be examined. 1f it is discovered that there were
bad relations prior to the occurrence of the disability, the cause of the disability will be
attributed to sorcery, because the Songye believe that opportunistic evil forces intervene
at times when a link in the lineage system is weak.

Relations between Two Lineages

The relationship between two lineages is thoroughly regulated through the dowry sys-
tem. Among the Songye, the dowry is given by the husband to his father-in-law, and
usually has its final arrangements at the birth of the first child. If a child is born dis-
abled, the father of the child might consider whether the dowry was well presented to
the family of his wife. In addition, he might ask his father-in-law about the distribution
of goods within the family. The father-in-law has certain responsibilities concerning the
dowry as well. Although he may keep a good part of the dowry for himself, he is sup-
posed to distribute some to his brothers and to his wife. If the dowry had not been
handled properly, the cause of the child’s disability might be attributed to relationships
involved in the dowry system.

Relations with Ancestors

When disability appears at the moment of birth, as in the case of a clubfoot, the re-
lationship between the family and its ancestors will be examined. The focal point of this
relationship occurs at the moment of the ancestor’s burial. The Songye believe that if
an ancestor is not buried with owing respect, he or she may manifest anger by being
reborn with a fault. Ancestors can also punish their descendants if the descendants do
not observe the rules of the society, as in the case of theft, adultery, or the violation of
the postpartum taboo.

Relations with God

In many cases, the appearance of a disability is explained as something caused by God.
In such instances, the disability could not be explained in sociofamilial terms, and God,
as the absolute and unknown force, remains the only possible cause. The former prac-
tice of killing disabled children at birth is related to the belief that disabled children were
sent by God. The logical solution, then, was to send the child back to God so that he

I The relation between sorcery and disability is more extensively described in my paper, “The Cultural Significance of
Physical Disability in Africa,” presented al the Annual Meeting of the Society of Applied Anthropology, Santa
Fe, New Mexico, April 5-9, 1989.
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would send well formed children. Community leaders were involved in this practice,
which became ritualized and therefore was not viewed by society as murder.

Thus, it can be seen that, in sub-Saharan Africa, a thorough understanding of the
disabled person’s social status goes beyond individual characteristics and places the per-
son in the framework of a wider sociocultural system. This view answers the existential
question, "Why is this person disabled?”—a question that is ignored and unanswered
in the Western context, but whose therapeutic and social effects are undeniable.

To understand the African societal attitude toward a disabled person, one must
understand the level at which a weakness in relations was detected. In African think-
ing, the disabled person is not the primary focus of solutions. Instead, focal points
in the broader environment, such as the family, ancestors, and God, are the center
of attention. Programs for disabled people in Africa should take this information into
account. For example, programs for family members—especially parents—should ex-
amine focal points in the parents’ relationships with the environment, with other family
members, with ancestors, and with God. A restoration of the weak relationships be-
lieved to have caused the disability should be included in the service program. The
attitude that African thinking cannot be incorporated in service delivery, because it is
unscientific, primitive, and so on, should be revised. Belief systems such as sorcery can
be effectively and positively used in service delivery systems, as has been shown by De
Mahieu (1984).

As was mentioned earlier, the disabled person in Africa is considered a “normal ab-
normality.” Disabled people’s ambiguous status is one of potential; they are part of life
and are integrated into society. The primary focus of service delivery in Africa cannot,
therefore, be “integration”—for this already occurs—but rather must be on preventing
services from having disintegrative effects on society. Thus, the challenge to service
developers in Africa is to safeguard and build on the already existing situation of inte-
gration, and to develop the potential of disabled people inherent in their ambiguous
social status.

Programs for disabled people tend to concentrate on giving answers to the question
“how”: how to provide disabled people with medical, social, vocational, and educational
assistance. This has led to the invention of special equipment, appropriate technology,
and programs adapted to the environment of disabled persons. These rehabilitation
programs have had a significant impact on the quality of life, making the lives of dis-
abled people more comfortable and useful. Many times, however, these programs do
not incorporate the more significant question of why: why the person is disabled. This
question is left out because the answer varies according to the culture and personality
of the disabled person. It is, however, a very important question, as it deals with the
very existence of the disabled person and his or her relations with nondisabled people.
To answer this question, many disabled people rely on elements within their cultures
affecting their attitudes towards themselves and toward other people. Anthropology, as
a human science, has the task of bringing these elements to the surface so they can be
used by professionals in their work.

Communication of Deaf People in Eastern and Southern Africa:
The Rise of Deaf Culture

The major problem for the deaf community is communication. In Eastern and Southern
Africa, this problem results from the early adoption and continued use of the oral/aural
system of education for deaf children. However, in a few West African countries, such
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as Ghana and Nigeria, sign language was introduced as the first formal communication
system for deaf people.

In an oral system, the deaf person is taught to speak as a hearing person and to
understand spoken language through speechreading. The system is difficult to imple-
ment for a number of reasons, most obviously because this communication mode is
alien to deaf persons, very tiring to learn, and inefficient—it is estimated that very little
oral communication can be understood through speechreading.

Furthermore, the success of oral programs has been weakened in Africa because the
oral system depends on a lavish supply of hearing aids, which must be used throughout
the school day. In Africa, hearing aids are in short supply, and their maintenance and
repair is problematic owing to lack of skilled personnel.

The acquisition of concepts through the oral system is very difficult and slow,
because too much time and attention are devoted to speech. A lack of materials pre-
vents African deaf children from being exposed to different contexts in and outside the
classroom.

The oral system is very demanding on the teacher. It is also very demanding on
the deaf children. The system requires a great deal of concentration but results in only
partial understanding (to the extent that communication with signs or gestures is not
allowed in the classroom).

The limited success of students in the oral system has led to the general belief that
deaf people can not advance beyond primary education. Most deaf Africans who have
gone beyond the primary level have received their higher education outside their own
countries, primarily in the United States, where sign language is permitted in educa-
tional environments. Thus, it has been shown that the use of sign language helps to
expand educational opportunities for deaf people (Ndurumo, 1988).

There has been a long, hard struggle between advocates of oralism and those who
advocate the use of sign language as a communication mode for deaf people. The oralists
argue that deaf people must adapt themselves to the conversational modes of hearing
people, while advocates of sign language are convinced that deaf people have their
own mode of conversation and should have the right to use it. Both oralism and sign
language have their disadvantages: The first does not respect a specific mode of com-
munication for deaf people, and the second does not take into account a way for hearing
and deaf people to converse together. One thing becomes clear: All of the discussions
about the appropriate language for deaf people have been led by hearing people and re-
flect their relations with deaf people. In short, the question “Who must adapt to whom?”
is central. Although hearing people might know that signing is an easy medium for deaf
people to learn, and that it is a natural medium for them, they retain the oral method
because signing “is not an easy exercise for the hearing,” as mentioned by Msengi (1987,
p- 9). The need is great for deaf people to argue for themselves and to strive for a
communication mode that is appropriate.

The introduction of formal sign language in the subregion began during the first
half of this decade, when a standardized sign language was developed in Zambia and
Ethiopia. To accomplish this, surveys were conducted on local signs, which were com-
plemented with American signs. Kenya is now in the process of formalizing its own
sign language as well.

There is still a long way to go in the implementation of total communication as an
acceptable tool of communication in educational settings for deaf persons in the sub-
region. In English-using Eastern and Southern Africa, the most important difficulties to
overcome include
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1. the historical aspects of communication as it applies to deaf people and the

attitudes of hearing people towards change. It is amazing to see that Tanza-

nia still advocates the oral system as the only viable system in the country (see

Hokororo, 1987),

the need to formalize sign language based on an inventory of local signs,

the need to invent or borrow certain signs not available locally, and

4. the need to train teachers of deaf students in the techniques and use of total
communication.

@ P

Recreational and Social Activities for Deaf People

One of the big challenges facing national associations of the deaf in such countries as
Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania is to organize recreational and leisure activities for their
members. Another challenge is to develop the talents of deaf people, which have gone
untapped. The development of artistic expression could provide many opportunities
for deaf people to express their experiences of the world. Drama has been used in the
schools to teach concepts, but it has not been exploited enough as a leisure activity. The
organization of such activities will help deaf people defend themselves against “a force
which is ever present and permeates the society. This force is called attitudes. It is a
strong force, and depending on the degree of impairment, more handicapping than the
handicap itself” (Ndurumo, 1984, p. 2).

Societal attitudes about disability have been encoded in the language. In Kiswabhili,
nouns in the “ki-vi” category are mainly used to refer to things or, when used to refer
to persons, to indicate a lack of wholeness. Such nouns have been used to designate
people with disabilities. Kalugula et al. (1984) have noted some changes that are occur-
ring in Tanzania in the use of such terminology. Blind people, for instance, have rejected
the Kiswabhili term “vipofu” and replaced it with the term “wasioona,” which means
“those who cannot see.” A similar move can now be observed among deaf people, who
want to replace the term “viziwi” with “wasiosikia,” which means “those who cannot
hear” (Ndurumo, personal communication, 1989).

Needed Research Activities

The United Nations’” World Programme of Action Concerning Disabled Persons (1983)
indicated that, in view of the little knowledge available regarding the place of disabled
people within certain countries (which in turn determines attitudes and behavior pat-
terns), there is a need to undertake studies focusing on the sociocultural aspects of
disability.

The reasons why so little has been done in this area are many. One is related to
the priorities set by organizations. Organizations tend to work toward the fulfillment of
urgent needs in delivery of services. In focusing on the urgent, however, one tends to
forget the important; thus the development of African self-reliance is being postponed.
Furthermore, there is the danger and the fear among service organizations that research
might question the premises on which their work is based. One such premise in the
field of disability is the belief in negative attitudes towards disability.

Another reason for the lack of research in this area is that African sociocultural
values have been seen as barriers, rather than aids, to development. Only very recently
has it been discovered that development has a cultural dimension. The African intelli-
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gentsia will play a crucial role in either the further destruction of African values, or in
the reevaluation and growth of those values in the development of new programs. 1t
has been believed that traditional values would disappear as a result of economic devel-
opment. An active and dynamic incorporation of these values, however, would result
in a genuine development.

Research on African sociocultural values and their accommodation into the estab-
lishment of services is a challenge for the future and should form a basis for international
cooperation. Examples of possible developments are numerous: Concepts such as “inte-
gration” and “community-based services” should be rethought in view of this exercise;
other notions such as “sorcery” should be dealt with and positively incorporated into
service delivery.

As far as the rise of deaf culture in Sub-Saharan Africa is concerned, there are four
specific items that need to be examined:

1. Most urgent is the need for more surveys of local signs so that a sign language
that is culturally appropriate can be developed.

2. In terms of communication, Africa is predominantly an oral world. The urban
centers are the exception, as life there is organized in a more visual way, and
people there depend more on written communication. Rural and urban environ-
ments present completely different conditions for communication. It would be
interesting to analyze these conditions, and in view of this, to observe how deaf
persons manage communication and, consequently, their lives.

3. The rise of deaf culture in Africa will require better educational conditions in
which deaf people can acquire higher concepts and develop their potential.
Organizing such activities in a recreational and enjoyable way will be one of the
greatest tasks for the deaf associations. Activities in the area of drama and the
visual arts are highly recommended.

4. There is a need for a semantic analysis of terminology designating disabled
people, in particular deaf people. The awareness and use of appropriate termi-
nology will support the rise of a culture of deaf people.
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within the Burundi Deaf

commum@

ADOLPHE SURURU

n Burundi society—as is the case in many other cultures within the Third
World with a high rate of illiteracy—education in its broadest sense is still
basically informal, unstructured, and passed orally from parent to child.
Within the family circle, the child is exposed to and can imijtate a variety
of roles as demonstrated by his parents, by other adults in his community,
and by the peers with whom he associates. Various cultural norms exist that enable this
informal, family-oriented education to prepare children for their future life as adults. In
hearing families, parents use tales, songs, and poetry to instruct their children. Thus,
while he is still very young, a male child learns about grazing cows and breeding stock—
as well as about an entire pastoral tradition—from his father. The father teaches the son
the songs and stories associated with an animal breeder’s life. If the father is a farmer
or craftsman, the son learns—also through songs and stories—the secrets of farming or
craftsmanship.

From her earliest youth, a little girl learns the repertoire of lullabies used to console
a tearful child and is taught the social graces of her people by her mother. For example,
through dance the girl is taught certain realities of her life and given a means of ex-
pressing certain emotions. These skills help her acquire a definite image of her role as
a woman and as a mother in her country. This education occurs outside the context of
any formal academic training.

This transmission of values is possible because Burundi’s primarily speech-oriented
culture is well developed, complex, and pertinent to its people. However, one question
that has long intrigued me centers around the ways deaf people in Burundi society deal
with this oral transmission of culture and training. In a speech-oriented culture, how do
deaf individuals manage to pass on their experiences to their children? How can parents
explain to their deaf children the wisdom behind these tales, poems, and dances that
the hearing community uses to prepare its young people for adult life?

To answer these questions, my colleagues and 1 sought out the deaf population in
the context of their daily social and work lives. During our research, we observed that
the transmission of cultural values is very rudimentary in the deaf community.

A culture develops within the framework of a given community, and three criteria
are necessary to constitute this community: a group of people, common goals, and social
activities designed to discover, as a group, how to reach these goals. The Burundi deaf
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population meets the first requirement, but lacks the other two. Communication be-
tween members of the deaf population is very difficult because of the infrequent contact
between the various deaf communities inside the country. Families isolate deaf adults
and, because of certain preconceptions, prohibit them from realizing their potential and
fulfilling their roles as fathers, mothers, and responsible, autonomous adults. Because
of this isolation, deaf children who attend the few classes available to them often cannot
communicate in signs with deaf adults living in the same village.

The following stories epitomize the situation for Burundi’s deaf population. The
first story is about Pierre, who is 58 years old and totally deaf. He washes clothes in
town, a trade he learned while working as a youth in the home of a doctor who had
befriended him. For the moment, he lives with his brother, who has set aside a work
area for him so Pierre can wash the clothes his clients bring him. He spends all his
time working and lives in a country where clubs or any official school for deaf children
does not exist, so it would be futile to ask if he meets other deaf people socially. The
training centers that do exist are open only to deaf children, not adults. In fact, when
we arranged a meeting between Pierre and a young deaf child who attends the training
center, the two could not communicate at all because their signs were so different.

Pierre has never married—no one in the village was willing to live with this deaf
man, even though he is a hard worker. Yet this man—so wealthy in experience—could
be a virtual library of information for young deaf people—if the communication barrier
could be overcome. Unlike his hearing counterparts, who can share their knowledge,
experience, and insight with the hearing community, Pierre is cut off from the rest of
the deaf population.

The second case involves a woman who sells flour at the village market. Because
this woman does not know how to read or write, she is always accompanied by a family
member who verifies the buyer’s payments. The deaf woman sees her own role in these
transactions as limited.

This woman, too, has never married, although she has five hearing children. Be-
cause of the interference of her hearing family members, the children have grown up
without respect for their mother. Although hearing mothers have the responsibility and
opportunity to teach moral standards to their children, we have observed that, in the
case of deaf parents with hearing children, other hearing family members undermine
the mother’s influence over the children. They do this believing that they are helping
the mother, but the children learn to respect the hearing members of the family and
disrespect the deaf parents. Thus, this mother is being deprived of the chance to pass
on her experiences to her children because of societal attitudes, which encourage over-
protectiveness of deaf people. This woman will probably remain husbandless and her
social status will continue to be tenuous.

The last story is about those deaf people who are less isolated from each other,
either because they have been fortunate enough to have other deaf individuals within
the same family—as is the case of four deaf brothers and sisters in one village born to
hearing parents—or because they are young and thus can attend the centers for deaf
students where they can meet other deaf people. Because these deaf people are in con-
tact with each other, they can exchange their experiences and teach each other, if only
by expressing their joy or sadness at living as deaf people. Thus, it is from each other
that they learn what it means to be deaf and to exist as a deaf person in Burundi.

In conclusion, we hope that this last category—the less isolated deaf individuals—
will represent the cornerstone for the transmission of cultural values within the Burundi
deaf community. This may happen, provided the younger deaf generation is not cut
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off from the experiences of deaf adults. And the best way to avoid this separation be-
tween the two generations is to involve, consult, and integrate the adult deaf people
into every educational, socio-cultural, and political program intended for the Burundi
deaf community. We hope this involvement will become a reality in Burundi in the near

future.



Deaf culture in Ghana
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t is not easy to explain to non-natives about the culture of a group of people
whose very identity within their own country is difficult to portray. Until
formal education for deaf children was introduced in Ghana, deaf people were
scattered all over the country, without any possibility of meeting each other
and thus establishing their own culture and community.

In Ghana, culture is transmitted orally from the elders to the children, especially
among those who cannot read and write. Unfortunately, deaf people in Ghana lack this
opportunity to learn about the Ghanaian culture in general, and so they become simply
passive observers of whatever happens in their society, making their own interpreta-
tions of social events and activities. For example, a seventeen-year-old deaf student said
that her family made preparations for a “party” when her grandfather died. This is how
she understood the preparation for the funeral rites.

It is also difficult to write about the true culture of a country that has experienced
foreign rule for 113 years and frequent political upheaval with different ideologies im-
posed by each government. Despite these outside influences, however, Ghanaians do
have some cultural practices that identify them as a unique group of people.

This paper will identify some aspects of the general Ghanaian culture that illustrate
the customs, beliefs, skills, institutions, and socially transmitted behavior patterns of
Ghana. Further, the paper will explore how the Ghanaian deaf culture conforms to or
deviates from the general Ghanaian culture. The “deaf people” referred to in the paper
are those who have little or no hearing and who identify themselves as deaf.

Languages

Ghana, like many other African countries, has many languages and several dialects.
In fact, there are more than forty languages used in Ghana. Even within a small geo-
graphical area, a major language may have several dialects. For example, in Accra, the
capital, there are slight differences in the Ga language spoken by the people of Labadi,
Osu, Jamestown, and other areas within the city. Similarly, among the Guans in the
Akwapim hills, there are variations in the Kyerepong language spoken by those living
at Larteh, Abiriw, and Adukrom.

We would like to acknowledge the following people for their assistance in writing this paper: E.K. Ansah—Abiriw,
A. M. Oppong—Sec/tech-Deaf, Norkor Qauye—QOsu-Accra, Asokwahene Nawa Ntifo—Adamorobe, Beatrice
Okyere— Abiriw, Hanna Adwoa Oye—Abiriw, Martha Odeibea— Abiriw, Elizabeth Agyakwa—Akropong, and
Kofi Paul—Dzode.
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Deaf people’s problem with communication starts from this multilanguage system.
Our educational institutions for hearing students teach whichever language is com-
monly spoken in the area where the institutions are located. At school, the child is forced
to learn the language of the area. Back home, however, he or she may use the parents’
language. To complicate the matter further, English is added later in the educational
system.

Because of the oral policy in Ghana, some deaf schools follow the same pattern as
the hearing schools. This causes deaf children to become even more confused, especially
when they have to change from the second Ghanaian language to English.

Social customs can sometimes hinder communication with a deaf person. For ex-
ample, in Ghanaian culture, it is not considered good manners to stare into a person’s
face, especially if the one staring is younger. However, one way a deaf person acquires
information is by looking at the face and lips of the speaker. When the speaker is from a
different linguistic area, the deaf person often ends up staring in an effort to understand,
but this kind of staring is considered an offense.

Ancestor Worship

We Ghanaians worship our ancestors because it is believed that their spirits still live
with us, protecting us from evil spirits and gods. We also believe that they bless our
land, our community, and our families with all the things we need in life. For example,
we may ask them to help barren women have children or we may ask them to intercede
on our behalf to stop some evil that repeatedly occurs in the family, such as the constant
dying of young children. One significant benefit of this worship is the strong tie that it
brings to the members of a family. Because of the fear of ancestors, members within a
household behave well and live peacefully with each other.

Ancestor worship also makes Ghanaians appreciate the value of the extended family
system. The unity that exists in the family helps to protect such family property as farm
land, family plots for buildings, and so on.

Deaf people in Ghana may not take direct and active part in the frequent cere-
monies to remember ancestors, but they may be involved in the annual ceremonies. For
example, a family may decide to have a fina)] funeral ceremony for a deaf relative when
the year ends. On such an occasion, all members of the family would be required to
gather in the family house. During such meetings, deaf females might be involved in
preparing and serving the food, while deaf males may help erect sheds, arrange seats,
and serve drinks.

Both deaf and hearing people in Ghana believe that deafness is caused by the dis-
pleasure the parents might have caused living or dead relatives—witches. Thus, deaf
Ghanaians do not oppose any rituals their parents perform in order to restore hearing,.
Over 90 percent of the parents take their deaf children to fetish or witch doctors for
consultation.

Naming Ceremonies

Custom demands that every individual who is born into this life be given a unique
identity, which is a name. "God abhors evil; that is why each person is given a name,”
is a saying among many communities in Ghana.

The ceremony of naming a baby is universally accepted in Ghana, and deaf children
go through the same naming ceremony used with hearing children. Different tribes may
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use different methods for naming a baby, but the central idea involves pouring a libation
to evoke the ancestral spirits so they can be thanked for the gift of life and the baby
the family has been given. Further, the spirits are asked to protect the newborn baby,
its mother, the family it has come to stay with, and the entire community; to endow
the child with wisdom, courage, and strength to enable it to subdue the enemies of the
community; and to ensure that the child is not barren.

Naming ceremonies must occur within a prescribed time period. If a child is born
on Saturday, July 1, for example, he or she must be named on Saturday, July 8. The
baby’s father selects the name by which he wishes the child to be known. Usually it is
the name of one of the baby’s grandparents, living or dead.

The naming ceremony takes place at the residence of the baby’s father. The head
of the family and other relatives and friends are invited. Early in the morning of the
ceremony, the elders in the family assemble and the baby’s father informs them for-
mally that he has a new baby and that he wants to name the baby after his own father
or mother. He gives the elders a small amount of money and a bottle of “white man’s
drink,” usually Schnapps, and then reveals the name he has selected. The oldest among
the elders accepts these items and performs the rest of the ceremony.

Following the ceremony, gifts are presented to the baby and the baby’s mother, and
all invited guests and family members gather for a meal provided by the father. In the
old days, the young people’s orchestra would be invited to play from the morning until
late at night. Nowadays, the baby’s father may rent or use his own sound system to
provide music to entertain the guests.

In Ghana, when a couple delivers twins, the couple is required to perform spe-
cial rites for the babies. It was believed that if the rites were not performed, the twins
might become ill, the mother might not fare well, and the family into which they had
been born might experience a series of mishaps. Twin rites are still performed in many
communities, and deaf twins receive these rites without any modifications.

It is interesting to note that from infancy twins are dressed alike and are named
after the same person. Further, family members, especially the mother, are required to
avoid certain types of food crops each year until a yearly “twin fee” has been paid to
the fetish or witch doctor.

Puberty Rites

In Ghana, persons who have reached manhood or womanhood are subjected to puberty
rites. If any male or female fails to receive their rites before the male makes the female
pregnant, they both are subjected to public ridicule and often banished from the com-
munity because of the taboo.

Different communities have different names for puberty rites. Many communities
do not normally perform puberty rites for the males, but they may be sent to live with
relatives and friends to lead a hard life, which later prepares them to be good husbands.
The main significance of the puberty rite is to announce to the community that a girl has
reached womanhood (somewhere between the ages of twelve and fifteen) and is ready
for marriage. As a prospect for marriage, she is exposed to as many suitors as possible.

Although the naming ceremonies are the same for deaf and hearing children,
puberty rites are not extended to deaf adolescents. Most are neglected or shunned by
the community, and the parents of deaf daughters may even be grateful for any attention
paid to their deaf daughters, whether taboo or not.
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Marriage Rites

Traditionally, parents arrange marriages for their children. However, if a young man
of the proper age meets a young woman he wants to marry, he discusses the matter
with her first. If she agrees, they then inform their parents, usually the mothers first.
The mothers pass the news on to their husbands. The parents then investigate the back-
grounds of each family involved, because it is taboo to marry into a family in which
any of the following conditions are known to exist: witchcraft, insanity, leprosy, tuber-
culosis, drunkenness, and any handicapping condition such as deafness, blindness,
mobility impairments, and mental retardation. If the parents approve of the marriage,
they give their blessing. If the parents do not approve, they do not give their consent,
and if the children marry anyway it is without the blessing of the family. On the other
hand, if the parents of two families want their children to marry but the children them-
selves did not like the relationship, in most cases they have to obey their parents and
enter into the marriage anyway.

Handicapped women are sometimes impregnated and later abandoned by their
lovers. When a father is identified, he may deny responsibility, or he may accept the
child but not the mother because the handicapped are believed to have been visited by
the gods. In rare cases, a pretty deaf woman will be accepted by a hearing man and mar-
ried in the traditional way, but most such marriages soon end owing to communication
problems.

Despite the gloomy picture of the past, things are beginning to change for deaf
people in Ghana. Education of the handicapped has improved their lot so much that
most of them are becoming accepted into society. Now, because of this new view of
deaf people, hearing people have been approaching the relatives of deaf people and
marrying in the same way as among hearing families. When two deaf people are in
love with each other, the families encourage them to follow the normal procedures for
marriage; however, as in the past, lack of communication between deaf and hearing
partners often ends the marriage in a short time.

There is one village in Ghana, Adamorobe, where 15 percent of the inhabitants are
deaf. In the past, the practice was that deaf people in this village married other deaf
people, but not hearing people. A recent chief, in an attempt to eradicate deafness from
the village, made a law that deaf males could not marry deaf females, only hearing
females. It was found, however, that some hearing couples produced deaf offspring and
some deaf couples produced hearing offspring. In the past fourteen years, however, no
deaf child has been born at Adamorobe.

One interesting note about Adamorobe: Even though the hearing and deaf villagers
have co-existed in this community since 1733, only a few hearing villagers can properly
communicate with the deaf people in the deaf villagers’ sign language.

Clothing and Food

Clothing is not a problem for deaf Ghanaians: Deaf and hearing villagers dress in the
same manner. However, dietary preferences can cause some problems. Food eaten by
Ghanaians may vary from community to community, and deaf people are highly influ-
enced in their choice of food by their tribal background. If their family members do not
like pork or crab or snails, for example, deaf people will not eat these also. As a result,
when deaf Ghanaians gather for camping, anniversaries, or sporting activities, food has
to be carefully selected in order not to offend anyone.
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Recreation

To an observer, it may seem that a Ghanaian’s life is not exciting. Because Gahnaians
spend most of their time on their farms or on the sea, one rarely sees people in the
towns or villages playing or watching games. Nevertheless, in addition to soccer and
video games, Ghanaians play several indoor and outdoor games both during the day
and, more often, at night.

“Oware” is an indoor game that is normally played by two people. It is played by
filling grooves in a wooden object with marbles. Another common game for boys and
men, also played using marbles, is commonly played by Akans and Ashantis, especially
after the cocoa season. Small children can just sit, stretch their legs, and start counting
the number of legs with a song in a game called “Pemprann.” Little girls love “Ampe,”
a sort of exercise they perform by jumping, kicking their legs alternately and clapping
their hands. Women may organize moonlight games of “Aso” and “Search For Your
Loved One.” ”Anto-Wakyiri” is played by putting an object behind one person in a
group that forms a circle. Deaf people can play Oware, Ampe, Anto-Wakyiri, and even
Aso, which could be played without the songs that accompany it.

“Ananse” and other animal stories not only teach children to be brave and act
courteously, but also help adults through the morals, wisdom, and other lessons they
contain. Deaf children miss these stories at home because of the communication barrier.
However, when they are told these stories at school, they seem to love them very much.

Music, Dancing, and Drumming

Ghana is famous for its music. In fact, music is indispensable to a Ghanaian as well
as to his society. From infancy, children are educated through songs. Politicians sing
patriotic songs and chiefs are praised for their brave deeds in songs and drumming.
Farmers sing while weeding their farms, and fishermen row their canoes and pull their
nets while singing. Men learned the musical language of drums before they went to
war. Woman sang dirges in towns and villages when their men were at the battlefront.
Even the dead are mourned with touching songs. Singing, drumming, and dancing are
performed during funerals, festival celebrations, and church services. Singing is also
used to enhance storytelling and to play games.

The first school for deaf people in Ghana was founded by a missionary who taught
religious songs in English. Deaf people who have attended these missionary schools
enjoy signed hymns and choruses. But most deaf people in Ghana miss the significant
cultural activities that involve singing. Sadly, most deaf people cannot sing any of the
Ghanaian cultural and patriotic songs, like “Yen Ara Asase Ni” (“This is Qur Land”),
which is broadcast daily at dawn and evening. Nevertheless, deaf people have managed
to learn how to play the drums and dance most of the dances performed by different
tribes. Like hearing Ghanaians, they also enjoy dancing to pop music. In fact, recently
educated deaf adults have come together to organize cultural troupes. This may imply
that the Ghanaian spirit and love for music, drumming, and dancing has caught up
with deaf Ghanaians. However, we have yet to see deaf people dance side by side with
hearing people.
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t has been observed for nearly a century and a half that deafness creates
unique social groupings and identities. Both deaf authors (Flournoy, 1856;
Veditz, 1913; Jacobs, 1974) and researchers (Becker, 1986; Carmel, 1976; Erting,
1978; Croneberg, 1976; Groce, 1980; Higgins, 1980; Johnson and Erting, 1989;
Lane, 1984; Lou, 1988; Markowicz and Woodward, 1978; Meadow, 1972; Pad-
den and Markowicz, 1975; Padden and Humphries, 1988; Padden, 1980; Schein, 196§;
Stokoe, 1970; Vernon and Makowsky, 1969) have demonstrated that deaf people create
communities based on the fact of deafness, on modes of communication, and on the
necessity to achieve access to the economic benefits of the society at large.
These observations have led to three major claims about the structure of deaf com-
munities that relate to communication, ethnic identity, and solidarity.

Communities of Communication

The unique communication modes of deaf people and the general difficulty they find
in communicating with hearing people lead to the construction of communities of inter-
action based on language use. Interactional choice among deaf people tends to be made
on the basis of the mode and type of language they prefer. Thus, a large proportion of
the interaction of deaf people who sign is with other deaf people who sign.

In addition, in the United States interaction may be structured by preferred use
of American Sign Language (ASL) as opposed to English signing. Similarly, in some
societies, the preferred interaction among oral deaf people is with other oral deaf people.

It is common for these informal interactional communities to be mirrored in the
membership of deaf associations, which are also often structured along lines of language
choice. Interaction across the boundaries of such formal and informal groups tends to
be comparatively less frequent than interaction within the groups, and tends to occur
in situations involving access to the benefits of mainstream society.
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Ethnic Identity

Within many such communities, there have developed patterns of behavior and iden-
tity that may best be described as “ethnicity” (Markowicz and Woodward, 1978; Erting,
1978; Padden, 1980; Johnson and Erting, 1989). Ethnic identity involves two essential
features. The first, called paternity, defines members of the groups in biological terms.
For deaf ethnicity, the essential biological trait is to have some degree of diminished
hearing. Some deaf individuals have the added characteristic of having been born into
a deaf family. Deafness itself, not degree of deafness, then, has become the defining
characteristic necessary for membership in deaf ethnic groups.

The second feature of ethnicity, called patrimony, recognizes the fact that, within
the groupings created by deaf people, customary patterns of behavior and shared sets of
values develop. In order to be considered a member of the deaf ethnic group, a person,
in addition to meeting the requirement of having diminished hearing, must also accept
to some extent the values of the community and act according to the norms of behavior
for the group.

Among the details of patrimony of the North American deaf ethnic group are the
identification of oneself as deaf, regardless of degree of hearing loss; the appropriate
use of sign language in appropriate situations; and a core identification with the group’s
values and behaviors—that is, with the “culture” of the group. Among these values is
the notion that deafness itself is not necessarily seen as a negative trait. Rather, it is the
trait that defines people’s acceptability to the group and, in fact, is the trait that defines
that group.

Thus, ethnicity is a social force, created from within the community, that both
results from and in interaction and identity with the group. In this sense, it is pos-
sible to speak of a “boundary” around the deaf ethnic group—a boundary created and
reinforced by attitudes, values, and interactions that occur within the group.

Of course, because deaf ethnic groups are embedded within larger mainstream soci-
eties, many of the values and behavior patterns of the mainstream are incorporated into
the culture of the deaf ethnic group. Thus, the deaf ethnic group in the United States
shares many core aspects of culture with other ethnic groups and with mainstream
Americans. Among these are values such as religion, a work ethic, economic values,
attitudes about family structure, and ethical principles. Nevertheless, the fact must be
recognized that deaf Americans differ from other Americans in their core identification
with deafness and the communities that emerge around deafness.

Communities of Solidarity

Mainstream attitudes tend to associate deafness with negative values. From the per-
spective of society at large, deafness is seen as a lack of something, rather than as the
presence of something. From this point of view, degree of hearing loss becomes impor-
tant because the less a person hears—and therefore the less he or she can communicate
effectively with hearing people—the more difficult it becomes for that person to fill
the range of social, education, and economic roles expected of citizens in an industrial
society. For this reason, deaf people in general, and those with the least hearing in
particular, experience difficulties in gaining access to the economic and social benefits
of mainstream society.
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These attitudes and practices cause deaf individuals in the society to have simi-
lar experiences in attempting to achieve access to social and economic benefits, and to
organize activities on the basis of deafness that enhance access. Thus, although these
attitudes have their source outside the deaf ethnic group, they function to reinforce the
boundaries of the group.

From this perspective, the social boundary between deaf and hearing people is
maintained by a dynamic tension between the social forces within the group and those
outside the group. In this sense, then, deafness also becomes a political force.

Restricted economic and social access creates “solidarity” among the members of
the group. Solidarity refers to an enhanced identification among deaf people, who share
similar experiences in their attempts to achieve success, as defined by the core values
of their society at large. Accordingly, deaf people often identify more closely with other
deaf people than with people outside the group.

These patterns seem to be relatively consistent among deaf people in industrialized
societies. In addition, the solidarity among deaf people often maintains itself across
national boundaries. Deaf people from different countries often see themselves as more
like each other and as having more in common with one another than with the hear-
ing members of either society. The Deaf Way and other international deaf events are
testimony to this pattern.

After experiencing this phenomenon repeatedly in personal interactions in many
countries and after seeing it in action at international conferences, it is tempting to
assume that it is a universal characteristic of deaf society.

But this model of deaf society is built almost exclusively from observations in indus-
trial societies. It is verifiable only by observing the lives of deaf people in situations
different from those societies. By examining the communities deaf people create under
different conditions, we can determine whether the patterns of interaction, ethnicity,
and solidarity are truly created for the reasons we propose—and are therefore a uni-
versal condition of deaf communities-—or if, when social and economic conditions are
different, the patterns of interaction and jdentification differ as well.

A Yucatec Mayan Deaf Community

With this in mind, we have been studying a small deaf community in a traditional Yuca-
tec Mayan village in the state of Yucatan in Mexico. The first observations were made by
Hubert Smith, who spent a number of years in the village making ethnographic films
about adaptations to economic and social changes in Mexican society. He discovered,
quite accidentally, that in the village of about 400 inhabitants, there were twelve (now
thirteen with a recent birth) deaf people, a very high proportion, owing to marriage
patterns.

In 1987, Smith, Carol Erting, and I made a brief visit to the village, and in 1988 we
returned with Jane Norman for a week. | remained for a month and attempted to learn
something of the sign language and to observe the life of the deaf and hearing people
who live there.

Patterns of Life in Traditional Yucatec Society

In order to understand the lives of the deaf people, it is necessary to understand the
social context in which they live. The village is located in the north central part of the
Yucatan peninsula of eastern Mexico.
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The land surrounding the village is hilly, rocky, and dry, densely covered by sub-
tropical scrub forest. 1t is divided into political divisions, each belonging to a small
village. Each of these areas is available to the residents of the village for agricultural use.
The village is composed of family compounds surrounded by a stone wall. Inside the
compounds are several one-room, palm-thatched dwellings built of adobe, small poles,
and woven sticks.

Each house tends to be occupied by one of the nuclear families that make up the
extended family of the compound. In general, the members of the extended family
share one cooking house, in which food is prepared and eaten. Many marriages take
place among residents of the village; when marriages occur between people of different
villages, it is common—although not universal—that the wife moves to the village of
the husband.

The men of an extended family tend to work together in the production of food
by slash and burn agriculture, a process that involves chopping down all the trees of a
large square of forest (a “milpa”), burning the slash, and then planting corn, beans, and
squash among the ashes. Each milpa created in this way is planted in the same year it
is burned and then left to fallow for fifteen to twenty years before it is cut, burned, and
planted again.

Most of the vegetable food of the village is produced in the milpas, although each
compound also has fruit trees, and, depending on the success of the crops, some food
and certain staples must be bought through the central Mexican economy. In addition,
clothing, household products, medicine, and fertilizer must be purchased through the
central economy in a nearby market town.

Virtually all men in the society are farmers, although most supplement their income
through other pursuits, such as cottage industry, small stores, or day labor in the towns
and cities.

Women also have relatively narrowly defined economic roles, involving primarily
food preparation, the maintenance of domestic animals, and child rearing. Many women
supplement the family income through cottage industries such as embroidery, hammock
weaving, and piecework sewing.

In the village there are few packaged products, no cars, and possibly three tele-
vision sets (used mostly to watch baseball and boxing). Although each compound has
electricity, it is used primarily for lighting and pumping water. Thus, for the most part,
the society remains very traditional, accepting only what it needs to maintain its life
rather than blindly adopting all technological innovations.

The values of the Mayans appear to have remained fairly traditional as well, focus-
ing on maintenance of the family and self-reliance of the village.

Relations with the Outside World

Life in the village stands in contrast to that of the towns and cities of the region, which
have fully adopted the urban, industrial lifestyle of central Mexico. Interaction with the
towns is primarily economic, involving periodic visits to the market to buy and sell
merchandise and to obtain access to social and medical services. Interaction with the
cities is primarily in the form of day labor by the men, who go for a week at a time to
earn supplemental cash, particularly in years when the crops have not been good.
Interaction with other villages is generally through sports competition, especially
baseball, and social events such as dances and fiestas. Although such outside interaction
is not unusual for both men and women, the primary focus remains on the village and
the family. The Mayan villagers do not strongly identify with life outside the village.
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The Deaf Villagers
Mayan Sign Language

In the context of this pattern of life, the thirteen deaf villagers interact and communicate
exclusively in sign language. Upon examination, the sign language has revealed itself to
be a true sign language which, although somewhat less elaborate than sign languages
of industrial socijeties, shares structural features present in all sign languages.

As with all natural sign languages, Mayan Sign Language is not a manual represen-
tation of either of the spoken languages of the village—Yucatec Mayan and Spanish. It
is independent in structure although, as always, the structure of the lexicon reflects the
interests and necessities of the society in which the deaf community is embedded.

The language contains most of the structural features we have come to expect in
natural sign languages. [t has a syntactic organization, verbs of motion with classifier
hand configurations, verbs that show agreement with subject and object, a bit of nu-
meral classification, non-manual morphemes with syntactic and adverbial functions,
and temporal and distributional aspect inflections on predicates.

Although the sign language of the village was originally assumed to be an isolate—
the deafness gene was thought to be localized in the village—we found evidence of a
widespread use of Mayan Sign Language throughout the Yucatan and possibly reaching
into the Mayan populations of Guatemala. We found small populations of deaf people
in most villages, and we were told of at least one other village 100 kilometers away with
an equally large proportion of deaf inhabitants—some of whom were cousins of the
families of the village in which we stayed.

Through visits, we found the sign language of the village to be mutually intelligible
with the sign language of deaf Mayans in other villages, although it is different from and
mutually unintelligible with the sign language of the towns and cities—the Mexican
Sign Language associated with the educational institutions of the country.

Mayan Sign Language appears to have been maintained through infrequent inter-
action among deaf people from different villages. For example, the oldest deaf man in
the village was drafted into the army at about the age of twenty. There were a num-
ber of other deaf men there as well, and all were placed in the same unit for several
months until discharged. In addition, deaf people see each other occasionally at inter-
village social events. This interaction, however limited, appears to have maintained a
core sign language throughout the area, in a manner possibly quite similar to that said
to have been present in France and the United States prior to the establishment of deaf
educational institutions {Lane, 1984, Woodward, 1978).

The situation in the village, however, is unlike any other we know of, with the ex-
ception of the historic Martha’s Vineyard situation reported by Groce (1980). All hearing
adults we met could sign well, and some could sign very well. It appears that all people
in the village, both hearing and deaf, have acquired sign language naturally, through
interaction. This fact alone creates a condition in which both social and economic bene-
fits are more readily accessible to deaf people and in which the formation of a strong
ethnic group and the politicization of deafness are unnecessary.

The Deaf Community

Some of the patterns we observed are reminiscent of those in other deaf communities;
others are quite different. As in most deaf communities, language creates a community
of communication among the deaf inhabitants of the village. Chatting is a common pas-
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time during the evenings for all men in the village. Deaf men typically seek each other
out for conversation and, although the chatting groups are typically formed of a mixture
of deaf and hearing men, if there is one deaf man present there will generally also be
several others. Ease of communication seems to draw them together.

The deaf women also appear to interact with each other frequently, and also with
deaf male relatives. Although women tend to get out of the compounds less frequently
than men, the deaf women appear to prefer to interact with one another at public events.

However, even with the existence of this pattern, we did not observe any activi-
ties that could be labeled as exclusively, or even mostly, “deaf.” Near the end of our
visit, we gave a lunch party for all the deaf people and their extended families. To our
knowledge, it was the first event in the village that was defined solely on the basis of
deafness.

In addition, we observed surprisingly little solidarity with deaf people from outside
the village. We discovered that in recent history there have been seven deaf residents in
the next village, which is seven kilometers away, and through which the deaf villagers
pass frequently, often on foot, on their way to the market town. Two of the remaining
deaf people live almost next to the road, and yet when we visited them together with
several deaf people from the village, we found that it had been several years since they
had seen each other.

These deaf people in the next village, and the deaf people living in other villages,
were not mentioned to Hubert Smith during the course of the twelve years of visits to
the village, even though, upon questioning, the deaf people were found to know of
their existence. It is clear from these observations that the deaf villagers do not seek out
other deaf people in other places with nearly the vigor we have observed in industrial
societies.

Similarly, the deaf member of our team was welcomed and treated nicely, but not
with the same degree of commonality and solidarity as she has experienced in her visits
to deaf communities in industrial societies.

It appears, then, that identity for the deaf people of the village is first with the family
and the village, then Mayan society. Thus, although they all recognize themselves as
deaf and often prefer to interact with each other, deafness itself does not appear to have
coalesced a strong ethnic group within the society of the village nor to have become
politicized in the form of solidarity.

Differences Between Mayan Deaf Society and Industrial Deaf Societies

It appears that these differences stem in part from the differences in the core values of
the Mayan society to which the villagers belong and in part from a striking difference in
the social and economic circumstances they experience in their lives. We have already
indicated that deaf people generally reflect the central values of the society at large.
In Mayan society hearing people also tend to identify with family and village, and by
comparison with many other traditional groups in nations such as Mexico, the Mayans
tend to be resistant to and relatively disinterested in outside forces.

Their society is noticeably self-contained. There has been no serious migration out
of the village to the towns and cities, in spite of day labor patterns, and both deaf and
hearing men tend to return from their work on weekends. (A notable exception is one
deaf woman who is a domestic worker in the city and returns only rarely.) Given this
context, it is not surprising that the identity of the deaf villagers is also focused on the
village. That is the appropriate way to be in the society.
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Probably of equal importance is the fact that the deaf people of the village have
full access to the economic benefits of the society. The men perform the same roles as
hearing men. All the deaf men are farmers, and they excel at it. All the deaf men and
women participate in the cottage industries with success equal to that of hearing people.
It is true that deaf children do not go to school like hearing children, but school is only
a few hours a day, and education is not essential to success in the society, and therefore
is not so highly valued or so critical as it is in industrial societies. Thus, being deaf in
Mayan society does not restrict access to ordinary economic success, and thus has not
become an issue for political solidarity.

The most crucial difference, in our view, is the fact that the deaf people of the village
have nearly full access to the social community. They are fully participating members
of families, around which most important activities are centered. Access to family life is
governed by access to communication.

To be sure, however, deaf people remain different from hearing people. The deaf
people of the village have a lower marriage rate than the general population, among
whom almost everyone gets married. Only three of the seven eligible deaf men are mar-
ried, all to hearing women, and all have had only hearing children, a fact that reinforces
the belief that the deafness trait is passed on by women. It is difficult for a deaf man to
find a wife. None of the deaf women is married, and they all say it would be impossible
to find a husband.

In addition, although everyone can sign, deaf people do not have access to the
majority of discourse, which is conducted in Mayan. This probably accounts for the
presence of their community of communicating.

Conclusion

The comparison of deafness in this traditional society serves to verify our notions about
the structure of deaf communities in industrial societies.

First, the influence of linguistic factors such as ease of communicating on the cre-
ation of interactional choices is clearly present: The deaf villagers tend to choose to
interact with each other. But the presence of a large population of hearing people who
also sign tempers this community of communication so that it is not so evident as those
of industrial societies.

Second, the comparison verifies the notion of the influence of economic and social
access on the emergence of political deafness in the form of solidarity. In the case of
the deaf Mayan villagers, where social access is extensive and where economic access is
complete for deaf people, deafness as a political phenomenon is apparently lacking.
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he Dominican Republic is a Spanish-speaking country that shares the island
of Hispaniola with Haiti. 1t is located between the other two Spanish-speaking
Caribbean islands—Puerto Rico to the east and Cuba to the west. In this
country of over 6,000,000 there are no statistics on the deaf population.

In the Dominican Republic there was no national system of deaf educa-
tion until 1967, when the first national school was established. Since then, education
has varied in quality as governments and the internal politics of the school itself have
changed. There are now about 800 students in the national school and its thirteen
satellite classes around the country.

About seven years after the founding of the national school, a group of American
missionaries who came to the Dominican Republic from Puerto Rico to run a summer
bible camp introduced a manually coded Spanish that used the American Sign Lan-
guage (ASL) lexicon. Although deaf Dominicans report that there was no sign language
on the island before the missionaries” arrival in the mid-1970s (sign language seems
to be looked upon as a gift from the outside, brought by the missionaries), it is likely
that there was some kind of indigenous sign language in the Dominican Republic at
that time. The result of the introduction of the missionaries’ sign language somewhat
parallels what occurred in the United States when Laurent Clerc brought French Sign
Language (LSF) to America. LSF creolized with the existing signed languages used in
America at the time.

Indigenous signs still exist in the Dominican Republic, but how and when they
originated is a matter of conjecture. There are reportedly no deaf children of deaf parents
in the country. Marriages between deaf people have occurred only in the past six years
or so, as young deaf people have been brought into contact with one another through
the school. There are two families, one in Santo Domingo and one in the second largest
city, Santiago, that each have four adult deaf children and a number of hearing children.
The family in Santo Domingo uses home signs, and its youngest member is also fluent
in Dominican Sign Language and interprets for his older brother and two sisters. This
family likely makes up what Washabaugh (1979) calls a “linguistically critical mass.”
That is, it has enough deaf people to evolve a code for communication. Such families,
and other linguistically critical masses, are a means by which indigenous signs may
evolve. It is likely that in the Dominican Republic, before the arrival of the missionaries,
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deaf children at school were communicating with each other, ignoring the prohibition
on signing, and that their signs became part of the indigenous sign language.

The sign language these deaf Dominicans used as children in school was most likely
immature (they probably did not think of it as their language) and did not have the
chance to mature because deaf children were together for only seven or eight years be-
fore the ASL-based system—which was more complete than the evolving indigenous
system—was introduced. Their perception that sign language came to them from Puerto
Rico is probably owing to the lack of an identity for the indigenous sign language.

The Deaf Community in the Dominican Republic

The Dominican deaf community has been in formation only since the founding of the
national school. The group of deaf students first brought together in the national school
twenty years ago now forms the base for an emerging deaf community. In 1982 this
group set up a deaf club, and although the club is still controlled by the organization
that runs the national school, its members are struggling for autonomy.

There has been little research on the deaf communities of the Spanish-speaking
Caribbean, but Washabaugh and Woodward (1979, 1980, 1981, and 1986) have each
done research on the deaf people of the English-speaking Caribbean. Washabaugh (1981)
describes three kinds of deaf communities:

1. diglossic deaf communities, such as the United States deaf community, where
there is a majority language to be learned and the minority language is disdained;

2. isolated deaf communities, like Providence Island, where formal education is not
necessary in order to contribute to the life of the community, and deaf people
are accepted, though they are not part of the real life of the community and do
not feel a sense of unity with other deaf people; and

3. developing deaf communities, as found on the Caribbean island of Grand Cay-
man. Communities of this type have an “inconsistent educational tradition” and
do not show contempt for their vernacular sign language.

The status of indigenous signs is related to the second characteristic of develop-
ing deaf communities: They lack the contempt for vernacular signing that is found in
diglossic communities. Washabaugh (1981) declares that political digiossia requires a
“uniformity of proscription” that drives people to learn the language of the dominant
community at the expense of their own language. -

The deaf community of the Dominican Republic may be in the process of transition
from a developing deaf community to a diglossic deaf community. Deaf Dominicans
appear to value sign language highly, even in the face of hearing people’s disdain, and
express concern for the preservation of indigenous signs. However, there appears to be
a diglossic situation developing in their use of sign language. ASL signs have higher
status than indigenous signs, which are often referred to as the “wrong” signs. The
dominant language of the country, Spanish, influences communication between deaf
and hearing people. When conversing with the few hearing people who sign, deaf
people use a variety that is more like a manually coded Spanish, and there is some
conscious code switching done around outsiders.

An additional factor in the development of sign language diglossia in the Domini-
can Republic may be the existence of a colonial mentality, or what Fanon (1963) calls
the internalization of the mentality of the oppressor. Consider the relationship of the
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Third World to the developed world, and specifically the relationship of the Dominican
Republic to the United States, which has dominated it for over 120 years. (Many of us
recall the 1965 invasion of the island by United States marines.) Deaf Dominicans are not
immune to the colonial mentality transmitted through the American influence, which
is pervasive in their country.

Researchers generally find indigenous signs difficult to collect, largely because users
of these signs have been taught to regard their own signs as of lower status than one
language normally used by outsiders. Deaf communities also tend to try to maintain
their ethnic boundaries. One missionary couple—a hearing American woman and her
deaf Bolivian husband—collected only a few dozen signs in two years of constant inter-
action with the Dominican deaf community. This couple reported that they always gave
preference to indigenous signs. The missionaries now working in the Dominican Re-
public do not accept indigenous signs. They correct the Dominicans’ use of indigenous
signs, offering the ASL sign as the “right” one. Deaf Dominican informants estimate
that there are between 100 and 200 indigenous signs, but they do not use these signs
with outsiders because such signs would not be understood.

Some indigenous signs seem to remain in use. These signs appear to be linked to
strongly culturally bound notions or perceptions of the world. There are at least three
subcategories of such signs: signs that represent objects according to their function or
their treatment in the culture; signs for Spanish words not directly translatable into the
ASL lexicon; and signs that encode cultural perceptions of reality and the world.

Some examples of the first category—those denoting a culturally bound treatment
or function—are the sign for “orange,” which mimics the way the fruit is typically con-
sumed, and the sign for “coconut,” which represents the cutting off of the top of the
coconut and drinking the coconut milk.

The second category—untranslatable words—is represented by the sign corre-
sponding to the Spanish verb “faltar,” which means “to lack something needed.” This
may be a Puerto Rican sign—an example of the influence of Spanish on the sign lan-
guage used in the Dominican Republic. In ASL, we could sign NOT HAVE, but this
would not satisfy all the meanings of the Spanish verb.

The third category—signs that encode cultural perceptions—is represented by signs
reflecting the cultural notion of skin color. In the Dominican Republic, the majority
of people are mulato or what they call “cafe con leche” (coffee with milk). There is a
minority of black people and a smaller minority of whites. Deaf informants produced
indigenous signs for black and white skin colors, but no signs at all for the mulato skin
color that predominates. They did not use ASL color signs to refer to skin color.

Conclusion

The situation of the deaf community in the Dominican Republic raises a number of ques-
tions. Have other developing deaf communities made the transition from developing
community to diglossic community so quickly? Do deaf communities inevitably become
diglossic? If the primary transmitters of ASL in a situation are hearing, do they also
transmit the devaluing of the vernacular that results in diglossia? What effect does the
promotion of a foreign sign language such as ASL have on deaf people in developing
countries?

Contact with the United States and Puerto Rico has had the positive influence of
giving deaf Dominicans a better sense of their own identity and a realization of their
potential power. They are now fighting for the right to hold driver’s licenses and to
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eradicate the use of the term “sordomudo”—deaf-mute. They also hope to increase the
number of deaf people receiving postsecondary education. At present, only three deaf
Dominicans have had a postsecondary education.

On the other hand, contact with the United States and Puerto Rico has led to a low
status for indigenous signs, and there is danger of a paternalistic relationship develop-
ing between deaf people of the developed world and deaf people of the Third World.
Moreover, in the United States, control by hearing people of institutions that serve
deaf people, such as schools, has resulted in a legacy of paternalistic treatment of deaf
people, which hearing “do-gooders” might perpetuate by extending it to underdevel-
oped countries. Deaf people might become accessories in this process as they internalize
the mentality of the oppressor (Fanon, 1963). Mexico—and it is surely not the only such
case—was the scene of a struggle between the use of ASL signs (advocated by deaf
Mexicans educated at Gallaudet University) and the use of indigenous signs. It is ironic
that the deaf culture of one country can contribute to the oppression of deaf people in
another country.

It is important that we recognize the value of cultural differences. American deaf
culture and ASL should not be exported to developing countries in the belief that they
are filling a vacuum. If we are not sensitive to the status and power they represent, they
may stifle or annihilate existing cultures and languages.
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The Deaf Soclal, Life in Brazil

ANTONIO CAMPOS DE ABREU

here are no historical statistics about deafness in Brazil from the age of its
discovery by Europeans in the sixteenth century to the year 1855, when a
deaf Frenchman, Hernest Huet, arrived in the country. With the help of the
Brazilian government, he founded the National Institute for the Deaf and
Dumb in Rio de Janeiro, with the aim of developing cultural and educational
activities. The Institute opened on September 26, 1857.

Many deaf people attended the school, and the use of sign language increased in
the country. Yet the problems of the deaf Brazilians using that language also increased
because of discrimination and prejudice that continue today. In contrast, it is said that
the situation is easier for the deaf Brazilian Indians. In their tribes, deaf and hard of
hearing people are respected, and sign language is used for communication.

Today, Brazilian cities are experiencing a decay in the education and social inte-
gration of deaf people. Specialized institutions for deaf people are weak and inactive,
which causes feelings of anger and mistrust within the deaf community. In the area
of special education, the government lacks such fundamental statistics as the number
of disabled people in the country. As a result, there is only one school for deaf-blind
youngsters in Brazil. The population must be made aware of the problems that deaf-
blind people face. Society discriminates against them, and many do not have the right
to attend school.

At present, deaf people in Brazil are struggling to develop themselves in spite of
education-related problems. The Ministry of Education has established an educational
policy which, from the point of view of deaf people, is inadequate; thus the crisis con-
tinues. Discrimination occurs frequently. Deaf people now compare their plight to that
of the black people upon whom slavery was imposed, or the Brazilian Indians who are
about to lose their lands for political and economic reasons.

Brazilian deaf people continue to demand an educational program to accomplish
their social integration, but they receive almost nothing. The government and the pro-
fessionals in deaf education seem to have become more and more distant from and
unconcerned about issues of communication. As in the past, the majority advocate
only oral communication, using teaching methods from France, Germany, Italy, and
Yugoslavia. Brazilian professionals imitate these methods without respect for the deaf
community and without listening to their grievances.

For these reasons, we feel that the deaf associations are critical, as they provide a
place where deaf people can gather to discuss these issues and develop strategies to
combat them. The first deaf association in Brazil was founded in 1913, and today there
are about forty associations all over the country. They keep in touch with each other
through sports competitions and correspondence.
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The National Federation for the Education and Integration of the Deaf (Federagao
Nacional de Educacio e Integracao dos Surdos or FENEIS) was founded in 1987. This
organization has begun a program to expose the discriminatory behavior of the pro-
fessional community and the government toward the deaf community. FENEIS aims to
secure the rights of deaf people to social integration and to persuade professionals and
the schools to adopt the Total Communication philosophy.

By espousing the oral methods of Europe, professionals have become biased against
the use of sign language. A few years ago, some Brazilian professionals visited the
United States to observe the educational methods used at Gallaudet University. Despite
what they said, they did not accept the Total Communication philosophy, not even try-
ing to obtain the materials necessary for its use in this country. Oralism continued to
dominate the field of deaf education in Brazil until very recently.

Many teachers reject the use of sign language, believing that intelligent deaf people
must be taught speech in order to achieve high school graduation. In the opinion of these
teachers, the use of sign language interferes with the deaf person’s learning to speak.

During the International Year of the Disabled (1981), a warning cry was issued about
the situation for deaf people, and as a result the government began to change its policies
regarding deaf education. This change grew out of a series of disclosures about the state
of social integration of deaf people in Brazil. In 1984 and again in 1988, I travelled around
Brazil, visiting almost the entire country and standing face to face with deaf people who
worked within deaf communities. The power of the deaf community has grown, but
there are still many difficulties and problems that remain owing to the communication
gap between deaf and hearing people. Deaf people must push the professionals in the
field toward courageous and thoughtful change.

At present, the professionals in deaf education are beginning to accept and under-
stand some of the concerns of the deaf community. This understanding and acceptance,
in turn, is beginning to diminish the dominance of the oral method. Total Commu-
nication is now accepted in a few institutions, and although small, this acceptance is
growing.

The lack of educational opportunity at the secondary and university levels remains
a problem for the deaf people of Brazil. The only secondary school for deaf people in
Brazil is Escola Especial Concérdia, located in Rio Grande do Sul. (This school used
the oral method for thirteen years, adopting the Total Communication philosophy after
visiting and observing schools in Europe and the United States.) A few deaf people
have succeeded under oralism in learning to speak and have attained positions as law-
yers, engineers, librarians, dentists, architects, computer analysts, psychologists, and
mathematicians. But these people have had the economic support of their families, and
they are very few.

I would like to make one last point on the subject of education. Families usually re-
ceive no orientation about how to deal with a deaf child. Thus, they often lack patience
with their deaf children and may neglect them. As a result, deaf youngsters look to the
deaf association as a place to communicate with each other and to develop socially. The
association is a place for them to gather together, to share information, and to enjoy
parties. So the association serves a vital role for deaf youth as well as deaf adults.

The major focus of many of the associations for deaf people in Brazil is on sports. To
provide opportunities for these athletes to compete with each other, the National Con-
federation of Sports for the Deaf (an organization recognized by the Brazilian federal
government) was formed in 1982. Here deaf athletes can associate and remain united
in the struggle against prejudice and social discrimination. Despite the efforts of the
associations, however, difficulties in social integration continue to exist.
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Brazil is a very large country formed by twenty-seven states. In the north, deaf
people have established none of the formal activities necessary for social integration.
Their lives are very difficult. They are without deaf associations and cultural activities
and must gather together in the streets to converse. In the northeastern region, deaf
people do have limited cultural and social activities. However, in the south, they have
begun to develop more cultural activities on a simple level, and in some cities mat-
ters are improving. In the southeastern region, the variety of activities is larger. The
movement for deaf community rights is stronger in this region than in any other.

Brazil is not a poor country, but it is a difficult place for deaf people to live well be-
cause there is not enough consciousness of their needs and concerns on the part of the
government agencies, the schools, the professionals, and the poorly instructed and un-
interested families. Generally, deaf people live well within their immediate community.
The greater problem is the communication gap between deaf and hearing Brazilians.
The smaller this difficulty becomes, the greater will be deaf people’s social and cultural
integration, knowledge of the world, and participation in deaf associations in society in
general.
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he first school for deaf Brazilians, the National Institute for the Deaf and
Dumb in Rio de Janeiro, was founded—with the support of Emperor Don
Pedro II of Brazil—in 1855 by a deaf Frenchman, M. Hernest Huet. The first
seven students were deaf orphans who boarded at the school. Over time
deaf people from other states were accepted, and the student body began to
grow. The founding of the National Institute marked the beginning of the Brazilian deaf
community and eventually led to the creation of deaf associations.

The first deaf clubs in Brazil were established after some deaf people from the city
of Sao Paulo visited Argentina and observed the activities of the deaf association there.
(It had been founded in 1912 by a wealthy deaf man who had experienced similar deaf
clubs in Europe. He may well have been the first person to organize within the deaf
community in Latin America.) Soon after the founding of the first Brazilian deaf asso-
ciation in Sao Paulo, deaf clubs in Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais were also created,
primarily by ex-students of the National Institute for the Education of the Deaf (INES),
who, upon completion of their education, returned to their homes and established re-
gional deaf associations. It is easy to see that sign language and the contacts between
deaf people it made possible greatly eased this process.

In order to have a representative national deaf organization, the Association of Deaf
People of Brazil was later formed. This organization was administered by deaf people
and teachers at INES. The association published Deaf's Magazine, a periodical written
for deaf people living in other Brazilian states as well as outside the country. The publi-
cation included social, educational, sports, and cultural news. The Association of Deaf
People in Brazil also became interested in obtaining special electronic devices for deaf
people like those available in Japan, the United States of America, and Europe, such
as keyboard telephones, illuminated bells, and televisions with captions. A project de-
signed to obtain keyboard telephones from the Telephone Companies of Minas Gerais
(TELEMIG) began in 1987, but no equipment has yet been made available.

Unfortunately, the Association of Deaf People of Brazil was dissolved because of
divergent political views between the deaf members and the teachers who insisted on
continuing the oral approach in the special education curriculum. The policy adopted
by another organization, the National Federation for the Education and Integration of
the Auditorially Handicapped (FENEIDA), reinforced the segregation of deaf people
instead of working to integrate deaf and hearing worlds.

On May 16, 1987, after FENEIDA had been dissolved, the National Federation for
the Education and Integration of the Deaf (FENEIS) was created, in large part through
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the goodwill and cooperation of deaf people themselves. Deaf FENEIS members were
included in a commission on the new Brazilian constitution. They supported and won
the classification of deaf people as disabled people and as citizens under the constitu-
tion—another victory for the struggling deaf community.

More recently, regional deaf associations joined in a struggle for captioned pro-
grams on television. Their work resulted in the passage of Law 6.606, which requires
Brazilian broadcast companies to provide captioning for the films they air. However,
owing to the inefficiency of the government’s National Movie Counsel (CONCINE) and
its inability to regulate the industry, captioned films are shown only at inappropriate
times, such as late at night. This creates difficulties for deaf viewers.

In 1986, through the efforts of the Commission to Fight for the Rights of Deaf
People, it was decided that interpreted programs would be shown on Bandeirantes TV
in Rio de Janeiro, but for political reasons this service was never instituted. Later, the
Deaf Association of Minas Gerais (ASMG) managed to get interpreted programs on
TV Minas Gerais. One show, Visual Journal, has been transmitted throughout Brazil on
educational television since November 1988 as a result of backing from FENEIS.

Improving communication for deaf people is one of the main subjects of The Deaf
Way Conference. Few hearing people know sign language, the natural language of all
deaf people. That we, members of a minority group, are classified as “deaf and dumb”
reflects a widespread ignorance of deafness and deaf people. Because our communica-
tion is conveyed manually, we are segregated by society. As a result, society does not
understand us, and we don’t understand society.

Because of the difficulty deaf people have in obtaining information, our distant re-
lationships with the authorities, the lack of sign language interpreters, and the generally
low levels of education in the deaf community, deaf people seek out leaders who are
able to overcome these obstacles to communication and who can act as a link to the
hearing society.

We have a few such leaders in Brazil, and they are looking to the international deaf
community for support and help in acquiring information. Only by meeting face to face,
however, can they form the ties they seek with deaf people from other countries, for
only through sign language will they be able to communicate fully. Written languages
are not compatible with our way of thinking, and without direct contact, we are limited
to communicating through drawings, photos, slides, and video cassettes.

Ibelieve that the deaf communities of other Latin American countries are experienc-
ing the same problems as we are in regard to communication, and that these problems
demand immediate attention. Interpreter training programs must be strengthened, and
legislation in support of communication rights must be passed. There also is a need for
further innovation in specialized technology for deaf people and public education to
raise popular awareness of deaf people and the difficulties we face.

Efforts in these areas will move us toward the time when deaf people will be able
to exercise all the rights of citizenship and participate fully and equally in the life and
work of society.
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MIGUEL SANTILLAN

ne of the problems inherent in describing the history of the deaf com-

munity in Ecuador is that there are no official historical records about

deaf people in the country. Aside from a few references in school

records and in the records of the adult deaf associations, resources

for developing the history of Ecuadorian deaf people are limited to
surveys and interviews with deaf individuals.

In fact, this paper represents the first attempt at a written history of deaf people
in Ecuador. The majority of information contained here has been extracted from deaf
people’s memories.

In the past, deaf people in Ecuador were ridiculed by society. They were believed to
be sick individuals who were unable to learn anything, and they were primarily used as
laborers for difficult physical work. Not a single institution was concerned about their
welfare at that time.

This situation began to change in 1940, when Enriqueta Santillan, the pioneer of
special education for deaf people in Ecuador, began a special institution for the educa-
tion of deaf children in the city of Quito. At the beginning, deaf students were mixed in
classes with other disabled children, but later they were placed into their own classes.

The institute did not have a permanent location until the ladies of the Kiwanis
Club persuaded Mayor Jaime del Castillo to donate a large parcel of land for the school.
The building itself was erected thanks to the efforts of the ladies of the Engineers of
Pichincha. In 1977, the school was given the name “Enriqueta Santillan Cepeda.”

Twelve years after Santillan’s school opened, the wives of ambassadors to Ecuador
began an institute called Mariana de Jesus. This institute, which was dedicated to pro-
viding free education to deaf and blind children, opened in Quito in November 1952.
The ambassadors’ wives later also formed the Friends of the Blind Foundation.

In 1964, again in Quito, the Aida Penafiel de Dobronsky Institute was created as a
branch of the municipal Espejo School. Its founder, Magdalena Guevara, worked with
both deaf and mentally retarded children. The two groups were later separated, and the
school’s name was changed to the National Institute of Hearing and Language.
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The Early Influence of the Deaf Sports Clubs

In 1966, Guillermo Zurita, a Mariana de Jesus graduate, began organizing meetings for
deaf people in Quito so they could participate in sporting events. This small group,
originally composed of only four or five members, communicated through the sign
language the members had learned in school. The group later became known as the
Ecuador Sporting Club.

During the early 1970s, several deaf people associated with the Municipal Institute
of Hearing and Language in the city of Guayaquil organized a soccer team. This team
had its first friendship match with the group in Quito in 1973.

In 1975, the deaf adults from Quito and Guayaquil traveled to Maracaibo, Vene-
zuela, to play a friendship sports match. Later, a group of deaf people from the Quito
Society traveled to Colombia. Those trips resulted in signs from Venezuela and Colom-
bia being incorporated into the Ecuadorian language, just as Ecuadorian signs were
shared with those countries.

Once contact had been made with other countries, the Quito sports club became
more sophisticated as an organization and, as a consequence, new deaf members started
to join. The organization began to develop new goals and objectives, geared toward
other activities in addition to sports. Thus, this large group gave birth to a smaller group
with the same objectives but with different activities.

The groups that began to be formed were in many ways a continuation of the school
environment, because alumni tended to join the associations. The work of the associa-
tions was very difficult, because they had to fight against people who neither under-
stood nor respected them. At first, the Quito club received the support of a religious
group that let them use a room in the church building on certain days. This arrangement
did not last long, however, and the deaf members decided to collect membership fees
so they could finance their own meeting place.

Finally, on December 5, 1975, the first Deaf Assembly met in the city of Quito.
The fifty people who attended elected a provisional board and agreed upon several
basic goals:

¢ To create a society called the Fray Luis Ponce de Ledn Society, a name suggested
by Mrs. Teresa Santillan in honor of the first educator of deaf students in
the world.

% To organize teams in a variety of sports.
% To maintain contact with other similar societies throughout the world.

¢ To commit themselves to cooperation with each other and with similar organiza-
tions.

% To encourage society to be responsible for training deaf people in different occu-
pations.

In 1976, Antonio Chacén, one of the founders of the soccer team in Guayaquil, trav-
eled to Quito and met with Oswaldo Racines, president of the provisional board, who
instructed him to create an association in Guayaquil that would go beyond the objective
of sports.

In 1978, the Ministry of Education and Culture approved the statutes of the Fray Luis
Ponce de Leon Society for Deaf Adults in Quito. With this act, the Quito group became
the first deaf association legally formed in Ecuador. In the same year, the organization
began several new activities, including a literacy program.
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The Mano a Mano (Hand to Hand) Project, which helped develop activities such
as audiovisual shows, and photography and serigraphy exhibits, was born in 1983.
This project also began much-needed research into Ecuadorian Sign Language. As a
result of this linguistic research, the first book of signs, sponsored by the Interamerican
Foundation, was published in 1988. This was the first document on Ecuadorian Sign
Language.

Meanwhile, in other cities of Ecuador, other associations were being formed. In
1984 the Ministry of Social Welfare approved the statutes of the Association of the Deaf
of Guayas. In 1986, the same Ministry approved the statutes of the Silent Association
of Ecuador. The Association of Hearing Deficiencies of Marabi also had its statutes
approved.

Associations for deaf people in both Tungurahua and Chimborazo were created,
although they have not yet had their statutes approved. In other provinces of the coun-
try, deaf people are beginning to meet as well.

On April 26, 1986, representatives from all of these groups met with the hope of
forming the National Federation of the Deaf in Ecuador. Because some associations do
not yet have statutes, the federation cannot be recognized legally, although it continues
working.

Discrimination and Oppression of Deaf People

Before the formation of the organizations noted above, deaf people were the object of
jokes, rejection, and criticism. Society did not respect them or their way of commu-
nicating and gave them derogatory names such as “dumb” and “fools.” Their families
simply ignored them because they could not communicate.

After special schools were established (most of which were oral), deaf students were
deprived of using their natural sign language. The nuns in the schools allowed them no
choice in the way they communicated. There were no opportunities for higher educa-
tion for the deaf students. When they were older, they were forced to leave the schools,
marry, or take jobs not related to their abilities. Some were committed to psychiatric
institutions as patients for life.

Deaf heritage was passed on through the schools. The children of the higher grades
were responsible for passing on their experiences to the youngest children. The older
students also explained things from the classes that their schoolmates did not under-
stand—generally for a reward, of course! Formal classes in the history and culture of
deaf people have never been taught in the schools, because of the teachers’ misconcep-
tions about deaf people.

Only when they began to form groups did the situation really begin to change for
deaf Ecuadorians. They began to participate in social activities, counsel each other about
living in the world, and share their experiences.

The creation of deaf associations did not solve all of the problems, however. One
of the things that deaf people still suffer from today is a lack of respect from hearing
people, who still believe that deaf individuals are unable to perform any job, even when
they have been properly trained. The labels of “little dummy,” “dumb,” or “deaf-dumb”
are particularly sad, because deaf people’s level of achievement is much higher than it
was forty years ago. Still, deaf Ecuadorians have yet to take their rightful place as fully
participating members of society.

Business people still believe that all deaf people are alike and are limited to manual
labor. An interrupted and poorly planned education is partly responsible for keep-
ing deaf people in the same limiting situation. Relatives and others members of the
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community, particularly those from higher social classes, still lack respect for the com-
munication system of deaf people.

In the face of these difficulties, deaf people are creating even stronger associations,
so that together they can fight in defense of their rights.

A change can be noted among some hearing people, who are beginning to respect
deaf people, their language, and their culture. Deaf people can sometimes choose to
join in events and activities with hearing people. Also, some deaf and hearing people
are falling in love and establishing relationships with each other. Before, this did not
occur because deaf people could only identify with other deaf people.

Ecuadorian Deaf People in Other Countries

As part of this project, we interviewed two deaf people, Mrs. Geoconda Vivar and
Mr. Antonio Lucio Paredes, both of whom have had the opportunity to live outside
Ecuador in more developed countries. These two individuals moved to other countries
to study, because the educational opportunities for deaf people in Ecuador were so lim-
ited. They both said that their stays in Europe were strange in the beginning, but that
later they became accustomed to the European way of life.

Vivar spent her childhood and part of her teenage years in Spain and learned sign
language there. She developed positive relationships with and received support from
the other deaf people at her school, and returned to Ecuador when she was twenty
years old.

Paredes, an oral deaf person, did not establish contact with other deaf people until
he was fifteen years old. These people taught him about the deaf way of life and about
the solidarity found in the deaf community. These experiences were very important for
him, and he says he has never forgotten them. He studied art in different European
countries and returned to Ecuador when he was thirty-three years old.

Both experienced similar situations when they came back to Ecuador. At first they
both felt different from the other Ecuadorians and had problems adapting. This situa-
tion soon ended for Vivar when she contacted deaf people and joined their group. For
Paredes, who did not have contact with other deaf people until four years after his re-
turn, integration was more difficult because life in Ecuador is so very different from the
life he had experienced in Europe.

Ecuador’s Oldest Deaf Person

Mr. Oswaldo Racines, the oldest deaf person we have found in Ecuador, was born in
1923. When he was seven years old, he realized that he was different from his parents:
He was deaf. He began to develop his own sign language and to identify people by
their most characteristic features.

Racines was an individual who paid a lot of attention to the activities that sur-
rounded him. He watched his grandmother knitting, and started to knit himself, be-
cause he did not have anything else to do. He had no friends, because people were
afraid of him and called him dumb. Because of these situations, when he was nine years
old he thought about committing suicide, although he never acted on this impulse.

Eventually Racines enrolled at the National School of Fine Arts. Enrolled at the
same time was the now-famous painter Oswaldo Guayasamin. But Racines did not



The Birth of Ecuadorian Sign Language

understand any of the spoken instruction. He watched what his classmates were doing
and imagined what was going on. He studied painting, pottery, carving, and technical
drawing, but he could not understand the lectures. (In a chance encounter with his
instructor two years after graduation, Racines learned that the teacher had considered
him the best in the class and had tried to contact him for a painting assignment. How-
ever, unable to get in touch with Racines, the instructor chose Guayasamin for the job
instead.)

When his brother was born, Racines was the first to realize that his brother was
also deaf, and later he became the one who helped his brother the most. When Racines
was fourteen years old, his father died, and the young boy had to go to work selling
advertising signs to be able to buy the materials needed for his artistic studies. In 1941
he graduated from the National School of Fine Arts and began selling drawings for
monographs. Later his grandfather took him to work on his farm, where Racines tried
to paint scenery in his spare time. Although he sold these first paintings, his uncle and
grandfather did not allow him to continue to paint. Later, when he tried to purchase a
house, he was turned down by the attorneys because of his deafness.

In 1958, a friend took him to work at an iron factory called Ser Ben. The factory
was about to go bankrupt, but thanks to Racines’ ideas, the owners changed the type of
production and began to make furniture, a move that made the factory viable again. In
1959, Racines began to look for other deaf people to work with him at the factory, and a
friend from school, Juan Borja, put him in contact with deaf people who were beginning
to organize a group. Racines became involved in the newly formed deaf organization.

In 1975, this group got together in the first Deaf Assembly, and Racines was named
provisional president. He still works at the Ser Ben furniture factory, but does not paint
any more.

The Birth of Ecuadorian Sz’gn Language

CARMEN VELASQUEZ GARCIA

anguage has a great deal of influence in the life of a human being. We commu-

nicate with each other through our senses—sight, hearing, smell, taste, and

touch—which receive information from the external world. Once received in
the brain, this information acquires a meaning and, consequently, a response. This is
the most important skill we learn through communication, but because it is natural and
easy for the majority of people, we do not give it much importance.

The ability to use language efficiently also allows children to develop a sense of their
world. Language development influences children’s emotions, academic development,
and social maturity; it is the base from which they learn.

From birth, the child learns to communicate. In the beginning, the baby’s commu-
nication is in the form of crying, vocalizations, body movements, sighs, and sounds of
pleasure. The need to communicate desires to one’s family in one’s own and natural
language is felt by every child. This is the foundation of what is today our Ecuadorian
Sign Language.
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Communication within the Family

It is important to note that the starting point for sign language development is the
family. To communicate with the family, the deaf child invents natural gestures that are
sometimes shared with members of the family. For example, the child will often “name”
a member of the family with a sign referring to some characteristic of that person. These
gestures, however, are often limited as a communication method owing to the lack of
participation of all the relatives.

This is how the natural language of deaf people begins to take shape within the
family. This was the beginning of Ecuadorian Sign Language.

Communication at School

Once they were within the school environment and had contact with deaf peers, indi-
vidual deaf children were highly motivated to communicate with each other. Though the
deaf children were unable to understand each other fully in the beginning, their desire
to communicate was such that they attempted to reinforce their messages by elaborat-
ing, expanding, and rephrasing. This natural process of elaboration became another
step toward the formation of Ecuadorian Sign Language.

But our own natural language has been affected primarily through influences from
the United States, Spain, and other South American countries.

Influence from the United States

The education of deaf children in Ecuador and the development of Ecuadorian Sign
Language have both been influenced by people from the United States.

In 1940, a school was founded in the city of Quito by two sisters, Enriqueta and
Teresa Santillan. This school, which followed the oral tradition, was visited by North
American professionals in the area of deaf education.

Because Ecuadorian Sign Language had a limited vocabulary, American Sign Lan-
guage (ASL) became a strong influence. Many signs were incorporated into our language
from ASL, resulting in greater exchange of information and improved communication.

In addition, less than five years ago, a group of Jehovah’s Witnesses who knew ASL
arrived in our country from the United States and started to teach the Christian word
in some Ecuadorian deaf groups. In order to establish better communication, these deaf
groups incorporated some ASL signs into Ecuadorian Sign Language as well.

Influence from Spain

Around 1952, again in the city of Quito, another school for deaf children was created.
This school, Mariana de Jesus, was administered by nuns, who brought from Spain
two teachers with some experience dealing with deafness and who communicated in
Spanish Sign Language. Within this educational institution, the foundations of what
was later called Total Communication could be seen, because these teachers allowed
each student to use whatever was the most convenient means of communication.

The United States and Spain were the first outside influences on the communication
of deaf people in Ecuador. Under their influence, the vocabulary of Ecuadorian Sign
Language was increased, and the first steps were taken to teach deaf children.
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Influence from Other South American Countries

The students who graduated from different schools for deaf students formed deaf orga-
nizations for the purpose of playing sports and, in 1975, received an invitation to partici-
pate in an international sporting event held in Venezuela. This was the first contact that
Ecuadorian deaf adults had with deaf people from other countries. For the first time,
deaf participants observed the different kinds of sign language used by deaf people
from other areas. However, they found the vocabulary of Ecuadorian Sign Language
lacking.

Because of the need to communicate and better understand the language of sister
countries, the trip to Venezuela provided another opportunity to incorporate signs from
other languages into Ecuadorian Sign Language. In the same way, organizations for
deaf people in our country were visited by representatives of foreign deaf associations,
who also strongly influenced the communication system used in Ecuador at that time.
Those have been the main sources of influence on our own natural language.

Sign Language versus Oralism in the Schools

Although, as stated previously, the doors to Total Communication began to open in
one of the early schools in Ecuador, unfortunately those who professed that philoso-
phy later left the country. As a result, the oral teaching methodology, which strictly
banned the use of sign language, again prevailed. Students were required to use voice
and articulate clearly when communicating and were punished for using sign language
during class to try to explain or reinforce concepts. However, those in authority failed
to notice that, besides wasting time trying to achieve “perfect” articulation, the children
were developing many gaps in their knowledge, and the teacher-student relationship
was deteriorating to the point where both were rejecting the classes.

Despite (or because of) these conditions, student leaders, generally those in the
higher grade levels, developed in these schools. They became responsible for rescuing
their sign language—the natural instrument for their communication—and spreading
it to the other children. An example of the importance of this battle can be seen in what
was a common occurrence in the schools: A student from a lower grade would give up
his supper to an older student in exchange for an explanation about the class he had
attended but not understood.

Education in these schools continued for some years following the oral tradition,
and sign language experienced a setback owing to limitations on its use and develop-
ment.

During this time, new schools were established and slowly began to accept and
incorporate sign language into their curriculum; however, the battle between the oral
approach and sign language continued.

The Mano a Mano Project

In 1982, the deaf adults society in Quito—the Fray Luis Ponce de Le6n Society—devel-
oped the Mano a Mano (Hand to Hand) Project with the assistance of the Interamerican
Foundation and the collaboration of a young American, Candice Bannerman. One of
the objectives of this project was the creation of a book of Ecuadorian Sign Language.
To implement this important project for our community, work groups conducted
much research on the use of sign language in different regions of Ecuador, so that

THE
DEAF
WAY



126

THE
DEAF
WAY

Deaf Cultures Around the World

the most commonly used signs could be collected and described. Work groups were
organized and charged with studying the sign language of the different regions of the
country.

While this work was difficult, the compilation of all this information created aware-
ness among deaf people of the importance of establishing, keeping, and developing
Ecuadorian Sign Language. There was a willingness on the part of all deaf people to
reach this goal. Furthermore, this work turned the attention of schools toward the
language used by deaf people. Deaf adults again began to teach deaf children the im-
portance of acquiring one’s own language, and in the same way, this importance was
spread to the rest of the deaf community.

The success of this project can be summarized by looking at the following accom-
plishments. The project led to

% The active participation of deaf people in researching their own language

» A greater understanding of the importance of Ecuadorian Sign Language for
education and communication

% A recognition of the need to broaden the vocabulary of Ecuadorian Sign Lan-
guage without the influence of other languages

% The compilation of signs into a book on Ecuadorian Sign Language.

On February 22, 1988, there was a public ceremony during which the book, Sign
Language—Basic Guidelines about a Special Form of Communication, was unveiled. This
manuscript was the first published document about sign language in our country. It pro-
vides a wealth of reference material for teachers, parents, students, and professionals
who wish to learn, know, and use Ecuadorian Sign Language.

We reiterate that one of the benefits of doing this work was our developing aware-
ness of the importance of having our own language. We Ecuadorian deaf people have
committed ourselves to continue with this great task-—researching new areas and
broadening the vocabulary so that, in the not too distant future, we can develop new
materials about Ecuadorian Sign Language.

We deaf people have also decided to try to lay aside those influences of the oral
method that have held back the development of our sign language. We know about
the importance of developing our language now and its important role as part of our
culture.

One can already see certain differences between the sign language used by a deaf
person who graduated fifteen or more years ago and that used by a graduate of the last
five years. But the work has only begun, and we still have many things to do.
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Principles, chmfzgas, and current
guldelines itn the Education of the Deaf

ORLANDO BENALCAZAR

ducational trends from Spain greatly influenced the established institutions

for deaf people in Ecuador. The arrival of two Spanish nuns brought to one

Ecuadorian institution a communication philosophy that could be identified
with what is now called Total Communication, although this terminology was not used
in Ecuador at that time. The nuns allowed the children to use all available resources
to communicate. Unfortunately, the departure of these nuns marked the demise of
their work.

For many years before and afterwards, the oral method was dominant in all of the
schools for deaf children in South America, including those in Ecuador, Mexico, Argen-
tina, and Venezuela. Only 20 percent of the students were able to attain any degree of
academic success with this teaching method, and those were mostly hard of hearing
students. The deaf person’s feelings or preferred ways of communicating were never
taken into account.

Consequently, an extraordinary sense of responsibility developed among students
in the higher grades, who took on the task of teaching sign language to the students who
were in the lower grades. Sometimes the older students benefitted in practical ways
from this experience. For example, the younger students could be persuaded to give
their meals to the older students in exchange for an explanation of what they could not
understand in class. All of this was hidden from the teachers for fear of being punished
for signing.

In the early 1980s, the philosophy of Total Communication as developed in the
United States began to be used to teach deaf students. This new trend caused an impact
at the level of governmental institutions as well as in educational institutions. It was
broadly welcomed, but it has not really been properly applied. Many people think that
Total Communication refers to the use of sign language only, but this is erroneous; the
Total Communication philosophy is one that respects the use of all the resources that are
available to each individual. Some institutions have preferred to continue with oralism.

For deaf people, the Total Communication philosophy, as suggested by Gallaudet
University, inspired hope. It not only encouraged respect for and freedom to use any
and all resources available, but it helped eliminate old misconceptions held by hearing
people about deaf people by demonstrating that all deaf people have the capacity and
ability to do productive work.

However, while the educational situations and conditions of deaf people have im-
proved since the introduction of this philosophy in Ecuador, we cannot say that we have
achieved complete success. This is owing to the fact that the few Total Communication
seminars that have been offered present too much information on too many topics to be
assimilated at one time. A better approach would be to offer in-depth training to only
those educators who are really motivated and willing to work. By organizing ourselves,
both deaf and hearing, we can create a plan of action that would define roles for both
deaf and hearing people, taking advantage of the resources of both groups.

The majority of hearing teachers of deaf students have worked hard to obtain all
the knowledge that they now possess. Many of them work hard and with motivation
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and are concerned about the future of their students. But at this moment of truth, that is
not enough: The majority of deaf people, once they have finished their elementary edu-
cation, still must struggle in their further studies, work, and social life. The battle over
what educational methods to use with deaf children has created gaps in the education
they receive, with powerful repercussions on their lives. Focusing on “perfect articu-
lation” in the classroom results in a loss of time spent on academic subjects in school
when they are children; this, in turn, limits the possibilities for deaf individuals when
they reach young adulthood, because their education has not adequately prepared them
for the future.

To date, the authorities in charge of special education for deaf students have not
included deaf adults in any educational planning. The work meetings organized with
representatives of different institutions have most frequently focused on the area of
mental retardation, and the outcomes of these meetings have then been modified to
apply to deaf students as well.

Although Ecuador does not offer professional careers aimed at working with deaf
people, now, for the first time, deaf people and hearing professionals are combining
their experiences to build a better future and eliminate the abyss in which we deaf
people find ourselves.

Approximately ten years ago, two deaf teachers joined the faculty in one of the Ecua-
dorian educational institutions and caused a revolution in the education circuit. Many
teachers welcomed the opportunity to have deaf individuals teaching deaf students, but
equally as many hearing teachers disagreed with their participation and undervalued
their capabilities. However, these two deaf teachers remained in the system in spite of
the pressures that surrounded them.

The training they received was very similar to that received by the hearing teach-
ers, but because they were deaf themselves, they could understand the needs of the
deaf students and their desire to learn. Most of all, they could communicate easily with
their students. These combined abilities made it possible for the deaf teachers to help
their students in a way that the hearing teachers could not.

In view of the problems that education for the deaf community has faced so far, we
reiterate that now is the time for deaf and hearing people to join efforts and experiences
so that future generations of deaf people do not continue along the same paths walked
until now.

The Art and cultwre of the Deaf

NELSON GARCIA

embers of the deaf community in our country have been motivated to

pursue different artistic activities, including mime, dance, and painting,.

These activities are not just “busy work;” rather, they have become the

way in which deaf people can communicate with others, both deaf and hearing. Through

these activities, for which many deaf people seem to have a natural predisposition, we
can express our most personal feelings.

Deaf people relate to art in different ways. Generally, we are afraid to show our

abilities to others. Once this fear is overcome, however, and we feel the support of
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others, our self-confidence grows, and our creativity emerges. Then we are able to view
our art as something positive, as an area that allows us to become ordinary people.

The development of artistic activities can reveal some basic problems we have with
other people, such as the lack of understanding by the hearing community, which tends
to undervalue the activities of deaf people, whether these be artistic, educational, or
physical labor. Another problem is the lack of permanent collaboration of specialized
people in the training of deaf people.

Deaf individuals feel a great attraction toward mime and dance, particularly be-
cause these give us the opportunity to express graphically and bodily what we cannot
say with a spoken language. Mime is an intrinsic activity for us, because our communi-
cation in this domain is based on a rich array of total bodily expression and gives much
less prominence to oral communication with the hearing audience.

We Ecuadorian deaf people participate in different associations that have very im-
portant and diverse objectives. Among them are mutual support and the defense of
our rights within society—including equality with the rest of society and the right to a
better education. Our artistic endeavors allow us to make known everything we have
learned in these areas. For example, in offering artistic performances that show our
skills, we are guided by the desire to motivate other members of the different associa-
tions, plus the desire for enjoyment, recreation, and the sense of being active members
of the society to which we belong.

The various artistic groups are organized under the direction of the different asso-
ciations, and our main objective is to get in touch with more and more deaf people. This
is done in a very natural way, although we are somewhat limited regarding the activities
of deaf women, because there are activities in which women cannot participate because
of societal restrictions.

Our performances at the national and international levels have given us great satis-
faction. Through these performances, we have gained experience that has enriched our
work, allowing us to do better day by day. We have been able to reach the difficult goal
of pleasing both a deaf and a hearing public that demands the best we can give from
our work.

Our public performances have been successful, but we have been faced with some
obstacles as well, which we overcame thanks to the help of people who have col-
laborated with us. There have been humorous situations as well. For example, at one
presentation one of the artists had to lift his dance partner, who was heavier than he
was, onto his shoulders. It required great effort for the dancer both to lift the woman
and keep his balance at the same time. It looked as if at any moment he would drop
her. This struggle was reflected on his face, along with his desire to put an end to that
part of the presentation.

We have set a number of goals for the future, including establishing and continuing
permanent workshops in artistic areas, training new generations in these fields, and,
above all, using deaf instructors to do the training. We have worked hard and with
tenacity to reach these goals. One accomplishment was establishing an internal set of
rules for the mime and dance workshops that has allowed us to develop these activities
better.

In addition to artistic activities, I believe it is important to refer to the legal rights
of deaf people and their development in the work force in my country. The legal rights
that we deaf people in Ecuador have are still not sufficiently beneficial for us. It is true
that we have some privileges, such as the exemption from any taxes in the country,
because we are covered by the Handicapped Law. However, it is important to clarify
that we do not consider ourselves handicapped, because we can depend on ourselves.
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Although we need help in some areas, we are not dependent in terms of carrying out
our own lives. This law benefits us, but we are fighting to achieve better prospects for
development in our country. It is a constant battle, and we hope that in the future we
can attain better legal benefits for ourselves.

Deaf people in Ecuador are still marginal workers in the job market. Business man-
agers prefer to give jobs to hearing people. Deaf people always have blue-collar jobs.
Unfortunately, in Ecuador there are no professional training centers for deaf people and,
in most cases, deaf people have only completed elementary school. Many deaf people
do not like being limited to blue-collar jobs. They also have to cope with the fact that
their coworkers make fun of them, as well as the fact that deaf people are often on the
fringes of society.

We hope that in the not-so-distant future we can reach new horizons so that we
can better develop ourselves and, in this way, help the progress of the deaf community
in our country.



The Social Sttuation of the Deaf

n Austria as Seen bg a D
woman

TRUDE DIMMEL

t is generally estimated that one person per thousand in Austria is deaf, and
the tendency toward hearing loss is increasing. According to a detailed cen-
sus in 1986, 6 percent of the population is born deaf or hard of hearing, or
experiences some significant hearing loss during their lives. In spite of these
figures, it is very hard to find accurate information on Austria’s deaf people.

As general secretary of the Austrian Society for the Deaf for more than four years,
I know from personal experience that the Federation of Societies for the Deaf has had
great difficulty in obtaining information on hearing disability. It is said that deaf people
cannot read, that they write and speak poorly and, therefore, that they lack knowledge
of the world. But better information than this would be desirable. Also desirable would
be greater cooperation among educated deaf people in the interest of bettering the lives
of others in the deaf community.

The field of deafness has been flogged to death by people who make their money
from deaf people, but there are very few hearing people who are genuinely interested in
deaf people, who really talk with them. For deaf people, obtaining information is always
connected to money, and deaf people have little of that because they speak poorly, read
poorly, and write poorly. Hearing people usually act according to the motto, “Don’t give
them money; just give them a little something.”

The deaf person who cannot speak well is a bit of an awkward presence in the
workplace, especially when it comes to taking instructions. It takes a great deal of time
to explain a new rule to a deaf employee, and if the person explaining the rule speaks
poorly or has an accent and cannot communicate manually (even with the manual alpha-
bet), then the best intentions in the world will not overcome the communication barrier.
The hundred-year-old battle against teaching deaf people to use sign language has made
communication more difficult than it was before oralism became the dominant method
in deaf education.

We should examine the legal basis for this form of education in Austria. Some
ethnic and linguistic minorities such as the Turks and Yugoslavs in Austria and other
German-speaking countries have demanded and have often received their own schools
and kindergartens—and sometimes even their own television programs—in their own
languages. Why isn’t this possible for deaf people? Sign language in education would
make it easier for deaf students to absorb information and would aid in their under-
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standing of problems. We can only assume that those people who are involved in the
field of education do not understand sign language or its value.

A dissertation on employment socialization of teachers of deaf students entitled
“Silencing the Contradiction” (Migsch, 1986) includes the following remarks by two
young teachers of deaf children:

I can see what force—real brute force, that is—is needed to carry out language
training; if you want to do it really intensively, then you half kill the child in
the process.

It’s quite easy really. If a child doesn’t make the noise you want him to
make, because he’s so tense, then you can make him collapse in about 20 min-
utes, and when he collapses, well, then he relaxes. I just have to torment him
enough until he breaks down into tears, and falls down on his knees, and then
he’s totally relaxed. Then he does anything I want himto . . . .

During childhood, thanks to treatment such as that described above, the founda-
tions are laid in the deaf child for aggression, behavioral disturbances, and aversion
to language. The child has no time for literature; any feeling for the spoken language
is lost. Only the regulations of salaried officials are adhered to. (The children of deaf
parents also often experience problems. The prejudice of teachers in the state schools
toward deaf parents is a chapter in itself.)

The abuse does not end when the deaf student leaves the educational system. Ac-
cording to research commissioned by the University of Salzburg (Schindler, 1980), 66
percent of deaf people are forced by parents and teachers into jobs they don’t really
want. Forty-four percent of all trained tailors, 26 percent of all skilled carpenters, and
66 percent of all shoemakers change careers at some point in their lives. Clearly, deaf
people first get jobs that require few qualifications. As a rule, they are not satisfied with
their education and realize later, when bringing up their own children, what they have
missed.

Today deaf children are increasingly being placed in state schools, which are all
oral. Generally, this experience fails to prepare them for higher education, because
the amount of information they can obtain orally is not sufficient. For example, the
principles of physics and chemistry cannot be explained in short sentences, and not
everyone can spend hours reading these principles, either in fingerspelling or on the
printed page.

Whenever and wherever deaf people are confronted with people who insist on
using an oral approach rather than sign language, they turn to their fellow deaf people
for social and emotional support, because they cannot cope with the isolation they
experience in the “normal hearing” environment.

In Austria, only a small proportion of deaf or hard of hearing people are able to
get a higher education. There is only one college that they can attend, and the principal
himself has said that he suspects the deaf people at his college are in the wrong place.
The more extensive the curriculum, the more impossible it is to cover without the use
of sign language.

With the exception of one person, there are no deaf people employed as teachers
or educators in Austria. The schools generally prefer to hire hearing educators with no
knowledge of sign language through newspaper advertisements.

In Austria, there are a number of group homes for deaf people, funds for which are
provided by various societies. Vienna, Linz/Kirschlag, Salzburg, Innsbruck, Vorarlberg,
Graz, and Klagenfurt all have group homes for deaf people. Problems connected with
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these homes include their administration by hearing people and the small number of
deaf people who find employment in these institutions. Legal regulations need to be
enacted so that the number of deaf people involved in operating these homes becomes
equal to the number of hearing people involved.

Without wishing to insult anyone, I must say that we need more deaf people who
can represent our situation, rather than hearing psychologists who give long speeches
about the problems of deaf people. Deaf people also should be able to study law, so
that they can better interpret the legal situation of deaf people: Only a white elephant
knows what it’s like to be a white elephant.

Only within the past few years, through cooperation with the societies for deaf
people, have deaf people received better information on legal matters. I would say that
much progress has been made by those in official positions toward becoming more
understanding of the concerns of deaf citizens. Nevertheless, problems often arise. As
an example, one government ministry recently published a brochure about self-help
groups that failed to list the Austrian Society for the Deaf, even though that organiza-
tion returned a completed questionnaire. It appears that only the societies in the federal
provinces were listed in the directory.

Technology is increasingly helping deaf people, but many deaf people have diffi-
culty using this technology because they have not been properly introduced to it. This
is all the more distressing because technology could provide a means of improving the
social situation of deaf people.

At present, five hundred people in Austria have text telephones. The post office
is planning to place a special notice in telephone directories publicizing these devices.
But although a deaf person with a 70 percent “degree of disability”—which used to
be known as “reduction in employment ability”—receives a supplement (based on in-
come) from the Office for the Disabled, deaf people must meet the cost of the telephones
themselves. Fax machines may be a better possibility.

Other benefits provided to deaf people include half-price train fares for any deaf
person carrying a special identity card. The various federal provinces also offer fare
reductions for deaf people using their public transportation systems.

Approximately 1,000 deaf people in Austria have driver’s licenses. No exact figures
have been published; however, the organizations and agencies that could supply such
information hide behind data-protection laws. Mandatory car inspections are conducted
in groups with sign language interpreters for deaf car-owners.

In Austria we have about twenty-seven approved interpreters who, for the most
part, are women who have deaf parents. These interpreters generally have other full-
time jobs, and do not earn their living as interpreters, which means that it is often
difficult for a deaf student to engage a full-time interpreter. On the other hand, a sign
language interpreter who may be employed as a housekeeper, for example, probably
cannot explain a mathematical problem to a student. Thus, the necessity exists to recog-
nize sign language as a means of conveying knowledge and to train interpreters who can
use that language to convey a variety of information of differing degrees of difficulty.

Financial assistance for services for deaf people has been more than modest and
has not been revised in more than ten years. There are no means at our disposal for
any kind of social activities. The film Children of a Lesser God inspired some people to
try to form a jazz dance group for deaf pupils at a school for deaf students. The school
had a suitably equipped gymnasium and acoustic equipment, and a trained gymnastics
teacher (who had no experience working with deaf children) expressed much interest
in the project. But the project directors got no further than receiving the key to the
gymnasium.
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Aside from a few scattered broadcasts, we have no programs of our own on tele-
vision where sign language is used. However, many programs are subtitled, and some
teletext pages are reserved for deaf people wishing to write. Deaf people are exempt
from the television license fee.

For a year now, Austria has had its own small amateur deaf theater group, consist-
ing entirely of deaf actors. Because the deaf performers lack knowledge of literature,
however, the performances are modest. The group could be better organized and better
funded to teach young deaf people more about acting. Hearing people enjoy much
greater opportunities in this area than deaf people, who are generally left to their own
devices.

Every year we in the deaf community organize a holiday project for deaf senior
citizens, and we have started a similar project for young people. The costs are approved
by the Federal Social Ministry.

It is not yet possible to offer regular courses or seminars in living skills either for
deaf parents or for parents of deaf children. But this situation is gradually changing,
thanks to an American woman living here in Linz who has a deaf child and who teaches
English to deaf adults. Parent societies and adult deaf people are beginning to work
with one another, and we hope that from these beginnings, better cooperation for the
good of deaf people will be achieved.

No financial assistance is available for members of societies for the deaf to at-
tend meetings, seminars, and courses. While such requests to the appropriate official
bodies are almost always refused when made by a deaf person, hearing teachers, social
workers, educators, and interpreters can travel to such events with no trouble at all.
This state of affairs keeps deaf people from gaining further knowledge and is a source
of anger at those who are in a better situation because of their hearing status.

Personally, I would like to work more in the direction of establishing an increased
number of workshops or businesses where deaf people could work, share in admin-
istration and decision-making, and also take on part of the financial risk. Because of
communication problems, deaf workers would need a hearing colleague who knew sign
language to be employed as an intermediary. These businesses could work together
with other businesses operating on the same basis, even in other countries. With hard
work—deaf people are hard workers—and with better information provided in their
own language, deaf people could achieve a better image. I hope I can help achieve
this goal.

In Austria, the public writes off sign language as a curiosity. In former times, small
children had their hands tied behind their chairs when they wanted to explain some-
thing to their hearing parents. People constantly emphasize the hearing disability and
forget the human factor. Much more public relations work is needed on the part of
educated deaf people and on the part of hearing people who are on deaf people’s side.
Let us hope that in this way we shall be successful in overcoming some of the obstacles
faced by the deaf people of Austria.
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The Deaf Commumity in
czechoslovakia

JAROSLAV PAUR

zechoslovakia has a long-standing heritage involving the culture and

education of deaf people. In 1786, the first school for deaf students

was established in Prague, with sign language as the language of in-

struction. During the first half of the nineteenth century, other schools

for deaf children were established, also with a preference for sign
language.

After the Milan Congress in 1880, however, a significant change occurred in our
country. As happened all over the world, hearing teachers spread the oral method
through the schools for deaf students. Although the deaf teachers fought this trend,
they were slowly but surely removed from the schools. As a result, the oral method
became the only method used in Czech schools after 1930: It was said that the use of
sign language was the main reason for deaf people’s being backward in their education.

This situation began to change in the 1960s, partly because of the good results that
other countries had with total communication methods, and partly because of increased
self-esteem and recognition of their own language among deaf people in Czechoslo-
vakia. Young teachers are no longer afraid to use sign language in the classroom, but it
is still difficult to overcome the old prejudices. Although sign language has been used
in some classrooms for more than fifteen years, some people still do not appreciate its
use for teaching deaf students. Sign language training is offered to teachers-in-training
in Czechoslovakia, but only through the department of special pedagogy of Charles
University and only for two terms. There are some prepared videotaped programs for
schools using sign language.

What are the goals in the upbringing and education of deaf children? One, of course,
is to offer all deaf people professional training at the same level as that received by the
hearing population. At present, however, only 6.5 percent of deaf Czechs are univer-
sity graduates—this is only one-half of the average for the hearing population. Thirteen
percent have finished secondary school, which is only one-third of the average for the
hearing population. This situation is not acceptable, and we hope that it will change
with the increased use of total communication. At present, because job choices are lim-
ited, many deaf people take additional evening classes to improve their qualifications
for employment.

The Union of the Disabled

The Union of the Disabled is a social organization that organizes special classes, pub-
lishes a dictionary of sign language, and at present is the primary group concerned with
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the issue of total communication. The Union cooperates with special workplaces and
schools for deaf students to organize sign language lessons for the parents and teachers
of deaf children.

In addition to the goals of equal education and professional preparation, we at the
Union emphasize the importance of deaf people participating in society. To accomplish
this, we presuppose that the deaf person needs good speechreading ability and oral
skills in addition to knowledge of sign language. It is important to be able to commu-
nicate without any “middleman,” such as a sign language interpreter, and without the
uncomfortable and slow use of paper and pen. These skills are necessary for indepen-
dence and freedom, although every deaf person has an interpreter at his disposal if
one is needed. To summarize, we consider bilingual ability an important aim in the
education of deaf students.

What about the social position of deaf people in Czechoslovakia? Sign language is a
reputable means of communication among deaf people, and according to the Civil Law,
deaf individuals have the right to use their language. Authorities also have a duty to
use sign language. If an interpreter is not present during an exchange between a deaf
person and a government official, any negotiations that result from this exchange are
considered invalid.

In Czechoslovakia there is no discrimination against deaf people, and no unem-
ployment; in fact, their interests and needs are protected by law. For example, they
cannot be fired from a job without agreement by the State authority. They also enjoy
such advantages as free public transportation in the city and a 50 percent discount on
intercity transport.

Deaf people who are employed receive a stipend from the government equal to one-
third of their monthly income. This income is included in the calculation of retirement
income as well. Parents of hard of hearing children receive financial benefits provided by
the State. The Union is also economically powerful and provides deaf people with such
support as vocational training, various technological aids, interest-free loans, and the
financial support of sports clubs and various interest groups. These funds are provided
from the profits of our own factories.

In cooperation with the Czechoslovakian Academy of Sciences, the Union has also
established the Research Laboratory of Aids for Hearing Impaired. For example, at
present they are preparing the “writing phone” for production. This device meets high
Czechoslovakian standards and is compatible with “writing phones” in neighboring
countries.

There are two regularly scheduled television programs for deaf viewers, interpreted
insign language, that provide news and cultural information. Beginning in 1990, one live
evening news broadcast will be interpreted. In addition, the Union bought a complete
professional TV studio for use by individuals and deaf clubs for videotaping programs.

A special part of the life of deaf people in our country includes cultural activities
found in the deaf community. Many of the best graphics in the country are produced
by deaf people. In addition, the deaf theatrical troop Pantomima S.1. is a prominent
Czechoslovakian ensemble often sent by the Ministry of Culture to represent Czecho-
slovakia at festivals abroad. In 1985 this group represented not only our country but
also our deaf citizens at the World Festival of Youth Theater in Toyama, Japan. This year
it will participate in the most important festival of amateur theaters in Monte Carlo, the
first time ever that deaf people have participated in this festival.

It is my opinion that these achievements | have described represent our common
theme here—The Deaf Way.



The Dé&\# commwm@ n
Soviet Estonia

VALDEKO PAAVEL

stonia, the smallest republic in the Soviet Union, has a population of

1.5 million people and a territory of 45,000 square kilometers (17,400

square miles). For centuries, Estonia has been in the sphere of inter-

est of greater neighboring powers, primarily owing to its geographical

position on the south coast of the Baltic Sea. At different times, Estonia
has been ruled by German, Swedish, Danish, Polish, and Russian kingdoms, and was
an independent state from 1918 to 1940. In 1940, Estonia was incorporated into and for
the last fifty years has been a part of the Soviet Union, formally regarded as a sovereign
republic but essentially treated as a province with limited rights. It has been almost im-
possible for Estonia to conduct an internal policy not dependent on Moscow. Therefore,
before we proceed with a discussion of the problems of the deaf community in Estonia,
some background explanation is necessary.

In essence, the Soviet Union is a unitarian state developed to the extreme. It has
never tolerated anything that deviates from an abstract “average model,” both on indi-
vidual and group levels. Different means have been used to fight digressions from the
norm, with force in its different manifestations the prevailing method. Until the 1950s,
an open physical reign of terror existed. At the end of the 1960s, a new wave of violence
started, which began to subside only in the mid-1980s. This oppression was less overt,
characterized by suppression, secrecy, and unequal conditions. Such an approach was
quite characteristic until very recent times, and was evidenced in the attitude towards
physically and mentally handicapped persons and particularly towards deaf people.

The situation is made more complicated by the fact that the state allocates substan-
tial funds for this group of people. On the other hand, these expenditures have a certain
fixed orientation that does not foster to the necessary degree genuine and equivalent
inclusion of deaf people into social life.

In the Soviet Union, and also in Estonia, there are three degrees of disability. The
highest degree of disability, the first, is given to persons unable to take care of them-
selves whose condition demands continuous supervision and guardianship. The second
group consists of persons who have lost their working capacity either permanently or
for an extended period of time. Deafness is considered a disability, and, as a rule, deaf
individuals are viewed as disabled people of the third group, which is the lowest degree
of disability.!

11n this paper, the terms “hard of hearing” and “deaf” are used to designate hearing disabled persons. In some
places a distinction is made between “deaf” persons (those deaf at birth) and “hearing impaired” (those who
became deaf during their lifetime).
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This disability classification is useful for deaf people because it brings some ma-
terial advantages, e.g., subsidies amounting to 10 tol5 percent of the average wage,
price concessions in public transportation, and so on. On the other hand, deaf people
are considered “invalids,” and the word “invalid” has a clearly derogatory meaning in
Soviet cultural context, i.e., imbecile, insane, etc.

So in everyday life, deaf people are not treated as members of a sociocultural group
with its own specific interests and requirements, but rather as disabled, somewhat im-
becilic people. Such an attitude can also be felt on an official level. The conditions of the
deaf population can serve as an example of how it is possible to prevent smaller groups
with specific interests and demands from participating in the sociopolitical and cultural
life of the larger society. Fortunately, the situation has started to improve.

Focusing on the Estonian deaf community, | must mention, first of all, that the
very first thorough investigation of deaf people and their social problems in Estonia
was undertaken jointly in 1985 by Tartu University and the Estonian Union of the Deaf
(EUD), who financed the study. There had been a few earlier studies of Estonian deaf
people, but these focused only on certain narrow aspects of their lives and were quite
informal. Thus, a comprehensive survey was needed. Three to four investigators were
continuously engaged in this joint study, which resulted in a more complete picture of
deaf people and their problems in Estonian society. Some of these problems are being
solved, but the number of unsolved problems is huge.

According to our data, there were over 1,400 deaf persons in Estonia in 1988, a little
less than one percent of the total population. With the exception of infants (all those
under the age of five) and the elderly population, these data can be considered quite
reliable. The lack of data about infants can be explained by the fact that Estonia does not
possess a reliable system of infant deafness diagnosis.

At least 22 percent of the total deaf population, both males and females, were re-
ported to be deaf at birth; the rest were deafened. The number of people in the “deaf at
birth” category increases annually by four to five persons; that of people deafened after
birth increases annually by fifteen persons, with half of these becoming deaf before
their tenth birthday. The main cause of deafness is reported to be inflammation of the
middle ear (tympanitis), followed by infectious diseases and various traumas.

The number of deaf people in Estonia rose sharply during the period of World
War II and, for reasons unknown to us, again in the second half of the 1960s. At that
time, the number of both deaf and hearing impaired individuals increased twofold in
only a few years.

When compared to their hearing peers, deaf students fall below the average level
of education. Almost 41 percent of those deaf at birth and 53 percent of those deafened
in childhood fail to achieve more than eight years of schooling, while only 18.6 percent
of hearing children leave school in less than eight years. Only 25 percent of the people
deaf at birth and 16 percent of those who were deafened have over eight years of formal
education, compared to 27.8 percent of the hearing population. There is also a consider-
able lack of deaf students in higher or vocational education. No person deaf at birth has
received a higher education in Estonia. Only 2.6 percent of deafened Estonians have
completed higher education courses, and most of them became deaf during or after
their studies. The situation in vocational education is no better.

Nevertheless, almost all men and women in the Estonian deaf population are em-
ployed. Nearly half of them work in some form of industry, such as sewing, woodwork-
ing, or metal working. An almost equal percentage of deaf people are employed as farm
laborers, construction workers, lower level service personnel, and public service staff
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(10 percent for each category). Very few deaf people (2 percent) work as white collar
employees or as engineering and technical staff, and those who do are deafened rather
than deaf at birth. Almost no deaf people are engaged in the science, culture, and edu-
cation fields, and very few are heads of organizations, including at times the Estonian
Union of the Deaf (EUD), the organization of deaf people.

The EUD, which will celebrate its seventieth anniversary in 1992, is the central
Estonian body concerned with deaf people and their problems. At present about 1,600
people belong to this union; two-thirds of them are deaf, and the rest are hard of hear-
ing and hearing people. (The hard of hearing do not have their own organization in
Estonia.) The present chairman of the EUD is deaf.

The organizational structure of the EUD consists of elective local organizations, ter-
ritorial organizations, a central government, and the presidium. The executive power
rests with the Central Board, three clubs, and three training and production workshops
located in three towns.

According to its statutes, the EUD deals with the problems and changing demands
of deaf people in Estonia, because there are no governmental organizations to deal with
these issues. Clubs that were originally organized for amateur art activities, sports, and
recreation have gradually begun to approach the problems of rehabilitation of adult deaf
Estonians, for example. Regretably, this is not an easy task—as Estonia lacks specialists
trained in rehabilitation services—although there is a very real demand for vocational
rehabilitation throughout Estonia. The situation is complicated by the fact that Estonia
also lacks staff who could train such specialists. So the programs through the EUD
are the only vocational rehabilitation services available to the deaf population in that
republic.

Although the EUD financed the first thorough, scientific study of the Estonian deaf
population, as mentioned above, it seems that the EUD has focused too much of its
attention on economic activities and too little on such areas as social policy. If science
and education are neglected, it could mean that deaf people will never reach leadership
roles in these fields.

EUD’s funds come mainly from the activities of its workshops. These workshops
focus primarily on production of consumer goods (clothing, leather goods, custom-
designed furniture, woodpacking crates, and so on). The net income of these workshops
in 1987 amounted to 1.5 million rubles, 65 percent of which remained at the disposal of
the EUD. Unfortunately, no deaf people head these workshops. In fact, the number of
deaf people among the workshop workers is decreasing. For example, of a workforce
of 350 people employed in these workshops, the deaf make up only a little more than
half. This is less than 20 percent of the able-bodied deaf population.

The emphasis on professional training in these workshops has also decreased. The
practice teaching courses provided by the workshops have been dissolved, and no
new teaching courses have been organized. Therefore, the professional training of deaf
people has become a serious problem in Estonia.

One of the most serious problems for deaf people in Estonia is obtaining a good
education. This has been confirmed by a public opinion poll conducted by the research-
ers at Tartu University in addition to data gathered during a joint EUD/Tartu University
study. Nearly half of those polled expressed dissatisfaction with the possibility of ob-
taining an education. At first glance this may seem strange, because the state invests
quite a large sum of money in educational programs for deaf students.

There are two schools in Estonia for hearing disabled children, one for hard of
hearing students and the other for deaf students. Both schools are specialized board-
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ing schools, i.e., children spend five days at school and go home to their parents on
weekends. Tuition, food, and school equipment are provided free of charge by the
government.

The school for the deaf is situated in a comparatively remote countryside. An aver-
age of 125 students are enrolled annually, beginning as early as age four. Staff number
about forty to fifty. Children study there for twelve years and as a rule get an educa-
tion corresponding to about nine years of schooling received by hearing children. Many
children leave school before graduation.

Secondary education can be achieved by correspondence study through a special
secondary school. The schools do not provide any vocational training for deaf students.
Deaf students can study at higher education institutions but are subject to some restric-
tions. At the moment there is only one deaf female student attending a higher education
institution. She has reached the junior level.

The oral method has dominated in Estonian deaf schools for decades. Only a few
staff people have mastered Estonian Sign Language (ESL). Since last year, however,
there has been an increase of interest in sign language and the philosophy of total com-
munication. Unfortunately, effective use of ESL is hindered by the fact that there are
very few specialists in the domain of sign language in Estonia, and the investigation
and description of the language leaves much to be desired. As for total communica-
tion, there are neither specialists nor clear ideas about its theoretical implications at the
present moment.

Some words about the language policy in effect in Estonia are in order here. The
language policy of the Soviet Union is notable in that, for many years, as little as pos-
sible has been done to develop and encourage national minority groups and minority
languages. The primary attention and preference have been devoted to the Russian lan-
guage. Unfortunately, such policy has been carried out overzealously in Estonia. And
it remains a fact that the purposeful study of Estonian Sign Language was not started
until 1988, although some preliminary preparations were made a bit earlier.

At the end of 1988, the first Estonian sign language vocabulary text was published.
This volume contained about 400 signs. It is, of course, an elementary vocabulary in its
essence and describes an insignificant share of the sign language and its possibilities.
There are no exact data regarding the size of the Estonian sign language community,
but indirect estimates place the number at approximately 2,000. Estonia has only six
interpreters, employed by the EUD, only one of whom has higher education. None of
the six interpreters has received any special training either in Estonian Sign Language
or in the problems of investigating it.

Until the beginning of last year, one very serious problem for the deaf community in
Estonia concerned the distribution and availability of information through mass media,
specifically television. Beginning in May of 1988, however, Estonian TV began broad-
casting a 45-minute program about and for deaf people once a month. This program is
shown in sign language with Estonian subtitles. In 1989, the possibilities of text TV for
providing captioned information to deaf viewers began to be explored.

Until May of 1988, the Estonian deaf population lacked their own regular publica-
tion. Since that month, however, the EUD has begun publishing a one-page newsletter,
reaching 2,000 persons. The newsletter discusses the problems of Estonian deaf people,
informs its readers about the life of deaf people in other countries, and publishes infor-
mation that might be of interest to its readers.

The year 1988 was in many senses a remarkable year for Estonian deaf people. This
can be attributed partly to the change of general policy in the Soviet Union that began
in 1985 and to the cooperation between the EUD and Tartu University in the field of
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scientific research. The socalled “initiative from below,” i.e., the activities of the deaf
people themselves, is of great importance. Estonian deaf people have achieved out-
standing results in many fields. There are now masters in their professions who have
won top places in competitions with hearing people and who are highly esteemed for
their craftsmanship. Estonian deaf sportsmen have won medals in international com-
petitions for the deaf, are world champions among deaf people, and in many events
compete on an equal level with hearing people. Some Estonian deaf artists are also well
known beyond our republic, as are several amateur artists and photographers.

I would like to conclude on an optimistic note and express my conviction that if
Estonian deaf people and their friends have sufficient energy and purposefulness to
successfully solve the above-mentioned problems, we can then apply to them the words
of Dr. I. King Jordan, who said that deaf people can do anything—except hear.
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where the Deaf in rreland,
Stand, Tc oda@

JOSEPHINE O'LEARY

or centuries, deaf people have been deprived of their rightful place in

Irish society, as was common in most countries of the world. Today, the

18,000 deaf and hard of hearing people in Ireland are awakening to their

needs and making great progress. This awakening began in 1981 as a

result of the United Nations-sponsored Year of the Disabled. Many deaf

groups have since been formed, and they are working to improve life for all Irish deaf

people. Through our connections with the European Community Regional Secretariat

(ECRS) of the World Federation of the Deaf and the Irish Deaf Society, our voices are

being heard by the public. However, we have approached national and local govern-

ments with various requests, but nothing much has been forthcoming from them. We

are not discouraged, however; we know what we want to achieve, and we will continue
to pursue our goals.

The standard of living for deaf people has improved in Ireland. However, we are still

working to improve the following areas that affect all members of the deaf community.

Education

There are five major schools for deaf students in Ireland. The oldest school, a small Prot-
estant institution, opened in 1816. The Catholic school for girls opened in 1846, followed
by the Catholic school for boys in 1857. These three schools remained the only edu-
cational choices for deaf students for many years. The two largest ones—the Catholic
girls’ and boys’ schools—were separate from each other, and each had its own teach-
ing methods. The girls’ school was run by the Dominican nuns, while the boys’ school
was operated by the Christian Brothers. This situation remains the same today. Both
schools used sign language until 1946, when they became oral schools, and they remain
oral. Since the 1970s, two more schools for deaf children have opened, and many main-
stream units for deaf students have been established in local schools. The school for
deaf children in Cork adopted the total communication method last year [1988]. Much
controversy still rages over total communication versus the oral method, however.

The education of deaf students is financed by the Irish government. Most deaf chil-
dren start school at the age of four or five, and they remain in school until they are
eighteen or older. All the children go home on the weekends, and those who live near
the schools go home every day. Their traveling expenses are paid for by the government.

In addition to the primary and secondary departments, most schools have a voca-
tional program. Schools for deaf students teach the same subjects as do schools for
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hearing children, and the educational systems are very good. However, many deaf
children leave school with poor reading skills.

Ireland does not have any preschools for deaf children, although many parents see
a need for such programs because they realize they must learn to communicate with
their deaf children.

Postsecondary Education

Ireland does not have a college for deaf students, so many do not consider further
education after completing the secondary program. Some students do attend hearing
colleges, but they face severe communication barriers there. Some may need extra years
to complete the program, while others leave in frustration. A few deaf people go abroad
to study, but the financial strain is great.

Many deaf students get good marks on the school exams that could qualify them
for college, but they are discouraged by the communication barriers in hearing colleges,
as well as by the lack of interpreters. The Rehabilitation Training Centres are becoming
very popular because students are comfortable with the communication/teaching meth-
ods, and they feel they receive a good education at these sites. Others receive training
through FAS, a government agency, but students often report communication barriers
in the FAS programs. Still, they put up with these barriers because they receive govern-
ment financial assistance while in training, and that is preferable to being on the dole.

Because most students are taught through the oral method, they leave school with-
out knowing how to sign. They have their own local signs, which have been created at
the individual schools, and when they meet someone from another school they experi-
ence communication problems. They are really lost in the deaf community until they
learn the “right” signs. The Irish Deaf Youth Association is doing a lot for young deaf
people by organizing social activities that help young deaf adults meet older deaf adults.

Unemployment and emigration rates are high among young deaf adults. Many re-
turn home to their parents after school, and that often leads to isolation in the smaller
towns. A great deal needs to be done for this segment of the deaf population. Going
into the hearing world can be a marathon task for these young people.

Employment

We have come a long way from the days when deaf people did only manual work (for
example, coppersmithing, harnessmaking, tailoring, and lacemaking). In the past, no
one would employ deaf adults in office or skilled jobs. Thankfully, times have changed.
While employers in Ireland may still be afraid to hire deaf people, they are less re-
luctant to do so now. Many deaf workers are hired for trial periods and are kept on
afterwards. Today, deaf people are employed as government workers, draughtspersons,
architects, opticians, shopkeepers, teachers, artists, scientists, performers, secretaries,
and computer programmers, to name a few career areas. Some deaf people even operate
their own businesses. We still do not have deaf doctors, lawyers, dentists, psychiatrists,
members of government, and so on, but we hope that the day is not far off when we do
see deaf people achieving these goals.

Discrimination, in both employment and in other areas of life, is not very wide-
spread in Ireland. Deaf people are able to stick up for themselves, and, if things become
bad, they turn to the deaf associations for help. However, the unemployment rate in
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Ireland is so high today, it is very hard for a deaf person to get a job here, and so we
see many people emigrating.

Many deaf people who are unemployed become depressed and often do not know
what to do. Some struggle to get into job training programs. Ireland has a great need
for an organization that deals solely with the employment needs of the deaf population
and could help them cope when they are out of work. One of the tragic side effects of
unemployment is that people have no money to spare for a social life, which isolates
them further.

The Social Life of Irish Deaf People

Irish deaf people have been highly successful in organizing clubs for social activities.
There are clubs catering to the needs of deaf people of all ages, as well as clubs that
focus on sports and theatrical events. Many clubs have activities scheduled throughout
the week, so at times it is difficult to choose among them.

Activities include sports, dinner dances after sporting events, and seasonal parties.
The various clubs plan their own events for their members. The largest deaf club in
Ireland is the Dublin Deaf Association, which has a membership of almost 1,000. Many
deaf people from other areas of Ireland have moved to the capital city of Dublin. In the
past, most of the activities were held in that city, but now it is possible to hold them in
other towns as well because of the improved transportation services in the country.

Deaf people are permitted to drive cars in Ireland. While the accident rate is low,
insurance rates are often very high. Yet, this ability to drive allows deaf people who
would otherwise be isolated to participate in the many social events for deaf people
around the country. There are no special concessions for deaf people, such as half-price
tickets for movies or plays, so many deaf people do not frequent these events. Some of
the deaf youth team up with European deaf youth in activities, which broadens their
horizons and enables them to learn about the different cultures of other countries.

Almost all these clubs are run on a volunteer basis, and many people give their time
to the cause of their friends. All of the activities are designed for the well-being of the
deaf community and are organized by the deaf people themselves. Some deaf adults
join hearing clubs as well, but they report that they do not feel “at home” because of
the communication problems.

Sports

Although many deaf people participate in deaf sporting events, there is a need to reach
deaf people from all parts of Ireland. Because of lack of funds to cover training and/or
transportation costs, many are not able to keep playing the sports they love. The Irish
Deaf Sports Association is a member of the Comité International des Sports des Sourds,
and participates in games at home and abroad. Club sports include soccer, basketball,
table tennis, snooker, swimming, and bowling. Our football team placed second in the
World Games for the Deaf in New Zealand. All these activities are planned by deaf
people for deaf people. It is very expensive to take up a sport in hearing clubs.

The Deaf-Blind Population

There are quite a number of deaf-blind people in Ireland. Until recently, there were
no services available for them. Many were kept at home and were uneducated. Today,
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there is one home for deaf-blind people, and a section in one of the deaf schools caters
to their educational needs.

At present, one deaf-blind woman is trying to set up an Irish organization for deaf-
blind people. She travels widely to all the deaf-blind activities organized throughout
Europe and is learning all she can. We hope she will receive full support for her work.
Deaf-blind people can be very isolated, and much needs to be done for them, including
public awareness.

Sex Education

The Catholic Church has a very strong influence in Ireland. Consequently, sex was
rarely talked about openly in the past; in fact, for many years, it was considered a sin to
talk about sex. This resulted in deaf students leaving school ignorant or badly instructed
on the facts of life. Fortunately, those days are behind us now.

Sex education is very important. Such training should begin when deaf children
are very young so that they will grow up with a healthy outlook. We don’t know how
much sex education is being taught in the deaf schools at the present time, but we often
see young girls who are pregnant. So much of what deaf teenagers learn is through
visual means, and we feel that media coverage and videos with sexual themes can be
misleading for these young people.

Family planning clinics were recently set up in Ireland, despite public outcry.
Contraception is still forbidden by the Catholic Church; nevertheless, contraceptive de-
vices became available in Ireland in 1987. We need to develop more materials to teach sex
education to our deaf youth. The need for seminars, videos, and books on this topic is
especially great, but nothing has been developed yet in this area. Because of the spread
of AIDS, it is especially important that these materials be developed and used now.

Deaf people in Ireland are now more openminded than they used to be, but there
still may be a stigma attached to talking about sex. I think there is too much media
coverage of the subject, and it can be confusing for deaf viewers. Sex is an important
part of human dignity, and we should teach it with dignity.

Religion and Marriage

Most deaf people in Ireland are Catholic and have received a Catholic upbringing. They
first learn about the religion in school, but once they leave school and go out into the
world, they lose access to the Church. They may still go to Mass, but cannot understand
what the priest is saying. They can read the leaflets in the church, but they cannot hear
the sermons.

Ireland now has a national chaplaincy for the deaf population. Pastoral groups
travel around the country giving one-day retreats for deaf people in rural areas. This
helps in some ways, but it is not enough. Recently, a group of priests from all over
Ireland met to learn sign language and to learn about deaf people. This may improve
the situation.

We know that some deaf people have lapsed in their religion, but who can blame
them? Some try hard to keep it up, while others continue to attend on a regular basis.
One chaplain is now beginning to hold a few masses in sign language, and there is a
deaf choir to sign-sing the hymns.
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Many Irish deaf people marry other deaf people, although some do have hearing
partners, and these marriages often work out well. Most deaf couples marry in the
Catholic Church and then move into homes they purchased prior to the wedding.

Most deaf people cope very well in their marriages, but couples whose marriages
do not succeed may either stay together or separate. However, they cannot divorce in
Ireland. Counseling services are not available for deaf people who are in troubled mar-
riages. There are no specially trained marriage counselors to help them, and only two
social workers in the entire country work with the deaf population.

Interpreter Services

Formal interpreter services for deaf people are nonexistent in Ireland. Most of the in-
terpreters we have are volunteers. Very few hearing people have learned sign language
and even fewer are fluent in it. It is obvious that there is a crying need for interpreters
in Ireland.

So far, there are no interpreter training programs in the country. Although some
groups have tried to set up interpreter services, the Irish government has not given any
support to these endeavors. Financial assistance in this area is desperately needed. The
ECRS is working on this service, so we hope something can be set up soon.

Sign Language

We have a great need for books and videos to help teach sign language. Research needs
to be done on effective teaching techniques, and we must standardize our teaching
methods. Many hearing people are now beginning to join sign language classes, so the
teachers of these classes need to be trained in the right way to teach. Last year, a group
of twelve deaf persons completed a tutorial course, and we are hopeful that this is the
beginning of more standardized instruction.

Our official language should be Irish Sign Language, but as yet no books are printed
on this subject. One of the problems in Ireland is that different signs are being used.
This goes back to the time when deaf boys and deaf girls attended separate schools and
used different signs. Also, the change to oralism caused an influx of alien signs. A field
study on the subject is now being conducted.

Television for Deaf Viewers

Until last year, there were no programs for deaf people on lIrish television. In Octo-
ber 1988, a program called “Sign of the Times” began being aired once a month. This
program, aimed at the deaf community, is presented in sign language by myself and
another deaf person. This program not only benefits the deaf community, but also in-
creases public awareness of the deaf world. So far, “Sign of the Times” has been very
well received by the viewing public.

Conclusion

On the whole, deaf people in Ireland look after themselves well. What is lacking is gov-
ernment support, acceptance of sign language as the language of deaf people, more em-
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ployment prospects for deaf people, and more pamphlets and videos for the education  pgpaf

of deaf children. We also need to have captioned television programs. WAY
On behalf of the Irish deaf, I send greetings to all our friends here in America and s
worldwide. Let us unite and fight together for the rights of deaf people everywhere.



The Deaf commumity of Quebec
The Deaf way of Life in Quebec

ARTHUR LEBLANC

e are delighted to have this opportunity to discuss the exis-
tence of what might be called a marginal group of deaf
people in North America. In Canada, which is an immense
country, two official languages are used: English and French.
French is used by only 25 percent of the Canadian popula-
tion, and the majority of this group is concentrated in a single province, Quebec. This
situation inevitably influences the minority we represent—the deaf population.

Like all deaf people in the world, we have a right to exist. We know that our sign
language is not an impediment. We would like people to know about our unique sign
language, Langue des Signes Québécoise (LSQ), and the ways in which we assure its
survival and development, awash as we are in a sea of English.

Because our language is different, we do not participate in the same academic sys-
tem used by deaf people in other Canadian provinces and in the United States. For this
reason, once their collegiate studies (the intermediary step between secondary school
and the university level) are completed, our most promising young people do not always
know where to go to complete their studies. Some deaf people who use LSQ have suc-
ceeded in surmounting obstacles and have been able to attend Gallaudet University.
But for the majority, options are simply unavailable at the present time, as one of my
colleagues will explain shortly.

During the last decade, the academic system for deaf people in Quebec has under-
gone vast changes, similar to those of other Canadian provinces and certain American
states. The purpose of these changes is to integrate deaf students within the hearing
academic system. As we know, this too often operates in a one-way manner, producing
more failures than successes.

During the International Year of Disabled Persons in 1981, we began to develop
our platform. Two years earlier, our provincial government had voted in support of a
law guaranteeing enforcement of the rights of disabled people, a law that created the
Agency for the Handicapped of Quebec. At first it was the parents of deaf children who
were most involved in this campaign, but in time we deaf people have succeeded in
occupying our proper place as well. We did this so effectively that the Agency for the
Handicapped of Quebec is most probably the only organization on a government level
in Canada—and perhaps even in the entire world—in which a representative of every
category of people with disabilities is serving on the Board of Directors. We serve there
as the authentic ombudsmen of our own rights and needs.
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Although our accomplishments are very modest when we consider all that remains
to be done to ensure our own future, we have, however, obtained financial exemp-
tion, through government subsidies, from the cost of certain technological devices deaf
people use to compensate for communication handicaps. We are continuing to exert
what political pressure we can so that a system of interpreting services can be made
available at every level of need and in every region of the province. Interpreting services
are already functioning in some of the main regions, and we are making progress in
extending them to all of Quebec province.

In addition, Quebec has a private, nonprofit organization called the Quebec Cen-
ter for the Hearing Impaired, whose membership consists of deaf and hard of hearing
people, parents of deaf children, and suppliers of services to deaf people. In 1986, this
organization prepared the first Provincial Summit on Hearing Impairment, which was
a big first in the lives of many deaf people, both because of its scale and because of
the number and pertinence of the recommendations proposed. The organization held a
symposium earlier this year on the subject of the deaf community.

We French-speaking deaf people have our own journal, perpetuating a decades-
old tradition of publishing our own informational organ. Over the years its name and
owners have changed, but we have always been able to reactivate it through our own
resources. The journal reflects the opinions and concerns of the French-speaking deaf
community of Quebec.

The Secretary of State of Canada includes a Consultative Committee whose purpose
is to respond more effectively to the needs of deaf people in areas within its jurisdiction.
Both English- and French-speaking deaf representatives are members of this committee.
Communication between English- and French-speaking deaf people in Canada does not
produce any problems or barriers, and we have many contacts and exchanges on social,
cultural, political, and sports-related levels.

Nevertheless, we French-speaking deaf people remain very proud of our own iden-
tity and intend to develop our language and culture without attempting to distance
ourselves from the rest of the deaf population. This will help to preserve and expand
the rich cultural diversity of Canada.

Quebec Education of the Deaf

HELENE HEBERT

he problem of educating deaf people is as old as the world. 1 do not think any
country has come out of it unscathed. Several efforts are underway, however, to
improve the educational level of deaf people in Quebec.

The Milan Congress of 1880 had vast repercussions for education. Bonds between
deaf generations were severed, and deaf culture was not easily transmitted under the
oral system. For Quebec, Total Communication was officially re-established in 1971
through the use of signed French as a communication tool with deaf clients. [ said “offi-
cially re-established” because at schools for deaf students in both Montreal and Quebec,
sign language had been used clandestinely to communicate for many years.
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During the 1970s, a movement toward deinstitutionalization of deaf people began
in the United States. Several academic establishments in Quebec were influenced by
this trend. Services were decentralized, and the government took over various cases
concerning deaf clients. For example, academic commissions were charged with the task
of teaching deaf people and integrating them into the public school network. The Center
of Social Services for Metropolitan Montreal was responsible for social service activities.
Deaf children who had boarded at institutions for deaf students found themselves living
with host families and in group hostels for elderly people. Rehabilitation centers were
charged with speech therapy and psychology for the infant-to-four-year-old group.

This philosophy was not popular with the leaders of the deaf community because
they foresaw the eventual degeneration of deaf culture over the long term. Previously,
when services were centralized, younger and older deaf individuals could mix. Mem-
bers of religious communities had been charged with educating the young. There were
doubtlessly high and low periods during that time, but one can appreciate the services
they rendered. Clergymen, who taught the deaf boys, adopted French Sign Language,
while the nuns, who were responsible for the education of deaf girls, used American
Sign Language in their school. That is one reason why gestural language is highly de-
veloped in Quebec. During the early 1980s, the name “Quebec Sign Language” was
applied to the signs being used in the province among the French-using deaf people.

As deinstitutionalization began, the number of clergymen and women decreased
considerably. They were replaced by laymen less devoted to the deaf cause. Academic
circles became totally controlled by hearing people. Today, it is difficult for deaf indi-
viduals to integrate themselves into this academic environment because of the shortage
of jobs and the union system, which favors staff seniority. Deaf people’s competence,
language, and culture are still not recognized. This is an injustice that is far from being
corrected. So far, people who use LSQ have not been encouraged to become teachers.
Currently, most teachers use sign language as a second language and thus have not
mastered it as well as deaf people. Therefore, an inequality exists from the start for deaf
children as they begin school.

For several years, it has been known that the conventional French language of hear-
ing people is very difficult for most deaf people to master. Several teaching methods
to improve reading and writing ability in French are being tried. Up to now they have
been a failure. It is important first to master the native language, LSQ, and to know
it well in order to be capable of learning a second language. Imagine a house without
a foundation—it can’t remain standing for long. The same principle holds true for a
language.

Deaf people in Quebec also face problems obtaining the secondary study program
diploma. The educational objectives determined by the Minister of Education do not
reflect the reality of deaf individuals and their difficulty in using French. Without a
diploma, no door in the job market will open. However, an opposition movement is now
underway at the collegiate level, with the help of the people and resources operating in
this area.

On an educational level, the province of Quebec is split into two camps over the
use of signed French. The cities of Montreal and Quebec do not share the same school
of thought. Montreal is moving closer to LSQ, while the city of Quebec is emphasizing
a single meaning per word without variation, regardless of the sentence spoken.

Because of these complex problems, the idea of a private school that would be a
model for bilingual education is beginning to germinate in the minds of several deaf
directors. It remains to be seen if it can be realized. The project may see the light of day
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if parents and the various representatives are willing to adopt a new point of view, by
respecting deaf culture and by agreeing to collaborate.

This plan would represent the first use in Quebec of the French-originated sys-
tem called 2LPE (deux langues pour une éducation—two languages for one education).
Through such an educational endeavor, deaf people would no longer be bound to a
hearing world and would have a more viable language model available. Deaf people
would manage the enterprise, and deaf culture would be preserved.

Postsecondary Education forthe Deaf in
Quebec
MIREILLE CAISSY

he deaf population of Quebec is too small in number to permit us to establish a

postsecondary school only for ourselves. At the present time, only one percent

of the entire deaf population takes advantage of services being offered at the
college level, which have been available for less than ten years.

Seven years ago, the first deaf individuals gained access to college education and to
such support services as interpreters and notetakers. Before that, no such help existed,
and only a few deaf students pursued college studies, supported by family and friends.
After young deaf individuals petitioned the government for access to the college level,
the Quebec government launched a three-year experimental pilot project in two large
cities of the province: Montreal and Quebec. This pilot project proved to be successful,
and five years later the project became a permanent service that permitted access to
colleges.

At the same time the project was starting at the college level, I was taking steps to
receive financial aid in order to pay for university interpreter services. Héléne Hébert
joined my efforts, and we received grants from the Quebec government that made us
responsible for managing the services. It was very challenging to organize all the ser-
vices: We had to locate interpreters and notetakers, pay them, and allocate the money
properly. It was a lot of work for two young women who were also university students.
Our combined energy was devoted to the organization of the services. We found people
to assist us and managed to survive the three years required to obtain our diplomas.

The year following graduation, 1 worked in student services at the university in
order to help deaf students. I did not remain there, however, because the university
wanted me to work for all students with disabilities, but I wanted to continue working
only with the deaf students.

Today, four years later, I have returned to my psychology studies. Sadly, the uni-
versity services have not evolved very much during my absence. With the help of the
Centre Québécois de la Déficience Auditive, we organized a committee to pressure the
government. We want a clear policy, not necessarily laws, guaranteeing our right to a
higher education with support services, so that we might succeed as others do. Our
work is progressing slowly, but it is moving forward.

151

THE
DEAF
WAY



Deaf Cultures Around the World

@c@c Commni@ LQ%

JEAN DAVIA

arly in 1978, the Association for Hearing Impaired Adults (Association des

Adultes avec Problemes Auditifs or AAPA) was founded by a group of

English-speaking individuals. Gradually, the number of English-speaking
members diminished, while the French-speaking group replaced them, eventually be-
coming the majority.

In 1985, French-using deaf leaders developed and promoted their objectives and
requirements related to education, employment, and welfare. More and more French-
speaking members joined them. When those leaders left the association, the activities
within the deaf community came to a standstill for a year, but today new growth has
begun in the AAPA. The members have confidence in the new team of directors and
have increased contacts with other associations and resource people.

The AAPA offers services to deaf adults, although we are also vitally concerned with
the educational opportunities for deaf children as well. We try to determine and evaluate
the needs and concerns of our members with respect to welfare, education, leisure, and
employment. Our services are bilingual, offered in both French Sign Language (LSQ)
and American Sign Language (ASL).

Concrete Actions of the AAPA

In 1987, | began to prepare activities and information for deaf people. Our association
is esteemed by the deaf community because we listen to their opinions and criticisms
and strive to improve our services in order to meet the needs that are being expressed.
We keep the deaf community informed about our various activities on a monthly basis.

Our association also has produced several reports on the subjects of communica-
tion, leisure, and welfare. One of the statements, addressed to the Health and Occupa-
tional Safety Commission (CSST), endeavored to increase the compensation rate paid
for communication-related personal injury. Another report concerned reducing the ad-
mission price for deaf people at Quebec movie theaters.

Finally, the AAPA has carried out studies to encourage the reduction of the master/
pupil ratio at the adult education, secondary school level. Other subjects also have been
tackled: the proposition for Law 107 concerning public instruction, treatment of deaf
prisoners, and the necessity for captioning audiovisual documents in colleges. We have
had some encouraging successes, but a lot remains to be done.

Problems and Accomplishments

In the course of their development, deaf individuals find themselves constantly facing
new problems and also experiencing some successes. The deaf population has a lot to
say about education, communication, and the job market, and their concerns need to
be noted.

I have walked through many cities in Quebec and noticed that most of the deaf
people seem unaware of their language, culture, and history. This ignorance inhibits
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the development of a legitimate pride and a healthy self-esteem among members of the
deaf community. In the spirit of a beneficial integration of deaf people within a hearing
world, we plan to initiate activities to rectify these identified weak areas and to increase
awareness of the value of deaf individuals in Quebec society.

On the plus side, there are some services already in existence for deaf people,
including interpreting services, French captioning of televised broadcasts, and the tele-
phone relay service. These are useful, but there is still a lot left to do, particularly with
respect to deaf education.

The Importance of Deaf Education

In the past, we have been cruelly aware of the lack of any communication between Que-
bec deaf and hearing people, evident in the educational guidelines for deaf individuals.
This absence of communication explains why there is a problem in the quality of deaf
education and why the situation worsens from year to year.

If the academic representatives of Quebec were to accept collaboration with deaf
people, an immense energy would be released to create original deaf-directed pro-
grams. The involvement of deaf people in deaf education would go a long way toward
solving the problem.

Hearing parents with deaf children do not know what type of communication to
choose with their children: oralism, signed French, or Quebec Sign Language (1.5Q). It
has been falsely claimed that the use of Signed French was growing, but hearing people
are the ones who invented the rumor and who believe it. This is not the opinion of the
deaf community.

Our policy is clear: We wish to work toward the recognition of LSQ as the official French
language equivalent of ASL, which English-speaking people in both Canada and the United States
use, and for the adoption of LSQ as the instructional language of schools for deaf children, ado-
lescents, and adults. We stand ready to take any steps necessary to achieve this, so that
once and for all deaf education may develop according to the beliefs and desires of deaf
people.

During the last few months, deaf and hearing people have been collaborating on a
research project concerning the problem of deaf education. This collaboration must be
extended to allow the formation of a solidarity movement that could be fruitful for the
future of the deaf people of Quebec. We are presently experiencing a slowdown of the
educational project because we lack the required financial resources to move forward.

Moreover, there are many problems involved in the activities of deaf associations.
Our association, the AAPA, is trying to change the structures of the other associa-
tions so that they will adopt common objectives, and so that effective collaboration can
be established among them. I polled the members and Board of Directors of various
associations and discovered that the majority of them favored the propositions I had
fostered. Next fall, in collaboration with others, I plan to begin a tour of several Quebec
cities to offer special courses on the five essentials of deaf life. We hope in this way to be
able to restore purpose to deaf people’s lives and encourage the growth of Deaf culture,
so that deaf people throughout Quebec can develop the sense of belonging to a single
linguistic and cultural community.

The interests of our association are not limited to education. We wish to continue
to intervene in all matters concerning the welfare, education, leisure, and employment
of deaf people so that peace, love, and justice may be encouraged in all those areas.
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We have often thought of establishing a private school, but will not be able to
finalize this project for five years. We feel, however, that this project will be realized,
considering the excellence of our collaborators.

We do not believe that we should adopt a negative attitude as we confront the lack of
existing services for deaf people in Quebec and the incompetence in services that exist.
We wish to act in a positive manner to improve the living conditions of all deaf people
in Quebec, regardless of their age, and to help the hearing population understand us
better. Success is always possible when we are firmly committed. Our accomplishments
will be our legacy to the new generation.
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CAROL O'REILLY

remember that as a young deaf girl, | was keen to meet other deaf people.

I attended a school for hearing students, but I thirsted for knowledge about

how other deaf people led their lives, especially teachers, doctors, lawyers,

and other professionals. After 1 was introduced to deaf people in my city, I

was inspired to meet other members of the deaf community across Australia
and abroad.

Imagine, then, the frustration experienced by deaf people living in Australia before
the twentieth century, when there was no formal deaf community. The fragmentation
of the deaf community at that time thwarted many attempts made by deaf people to
form friendships and enjoy social activities with other deaf Australians.

Some fortunate individuals in Australia’s deaf community who knew how to com-
municate in sign language would dress up and meet their deaf neighbors socially,
usually on a street corner near the local school for the deaf, or at a tennis court, another
popular gathering place. However, formal meeting places for deaf people were nonexis-
tent at that time.

Deaf Clubs

Deaf clubs in Australia were established at different times in the various states. Although
available records indicate that deaf people have met at a number of places for social
contact and religious worship since 1883, the first club—or Deaf Society—on record
was formed in Sydney in 1913 with fifty pounds in borrowed currency. The club met in
different locations until 1947, when property was purchased in Stanmore (a suburb of
Sydney) and a clubhouse was built.

In Melbourne, the city’s Deaf Society purchased a large lot and buildings in 1924 in
the area called Jolimont Square. The original club building is still standing today.

In Adelaide, the Deaf Society building was constructed in 1928 for the sum of 10,447
pounds and continues to serve the city’s deaf community to this day. In Perth, a large
club building and an adjoining hostel were built on a sizeable tract of land to replace

My special thanks go to my daughter Karin; Dorothy Shaw, president of the Australian Association of the Deaf; the
Adult Deaf Societies of New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, West Australia, Tasmania, and Queensland;
the Department of Health (Cairns); and the National Acoustic Laboratory (Cairns).
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the old club, which was built in 1921. (The new facility, which opened in 1983, is a
magnificent structure with a spacious lounge and a glassed-in upper landing affording
spectacular views of sporting activities on the playing fields below. The building also
houses administration offices for welfare and counseling.)

In Hobart, where the deaf population is relatively small compared with Australia’s
other major cities, deaf people gathered in a variety of places over the decades until
1962, when a clubhouse was eventually constructed for the deaf and blind communities.

Finally, Brisbane’s deaf community formed a club in a church hall and later pur-
chased land at Newmarket, a suburb of Brisbane, where a round community hall and
an adjacent office building were built.

Public Services

In each Australian state, the state government supports nursing homes for elderly, low-
income deaf people and hostels for underprivileged deaf youth. However, the economic
recession that has plagued Australia and the rest of the world in the early 1980s has put
the future of many of these public services in jeopardy.

Employment

Until late in the twentieth century, deaf people did not have jobs that paid well, and
educational and vocational training opportunities to give them the skills for better em-
ployment were scarce. Most deaf people worked at manual labor on farms and in fac-
tories, and a few secured jobs as clerical workers. However, when World War I broke
out, there was a call for deaf people and others who were not enlisted in the war effort
to keep the wheels of industry turning. This turned out to be a positive step for deaf
people because it gave them the chance to prove that they were dependable and indus-
trious workers. By the second World War, when the call for military service came, deaf
men were not exempt from enlisting.

Postwar Climate

By the end of World War II, deaf immigrants who wanted to settle in Australia ran
into resistance from the country’s government. For example, restrictions applied to the
following groups of people: those with “cancer or other malignant condition, extensive
paralysis, blindness, deaf mutism, organic disease of the nervous system, leukemia,
primary anemia,” and “people who would produce offspring falling into the above cate-
gories.” Restrictions on entering the country were also levied on “people suffering from
defects which cannot be cured by medical treatment and which prevent employment.”

Native deaf Australians who tried to improve their lives also ran into obstacles, and
many were thwarted in their efforts to enter college, to perform community work, to
work in public service positions in the federal or state governments, or to start their
own businesses.

However, the situation had changed for the better by the time the International
Year of Disabled People arrived in 1981. By this time, deaf people were allowed to take
the public service examination to qualify for employment with the government, and
deaf people were opening businesses and entering business partnerships with other
entrepreneurs.



The Development of Australia’s Deaf Community in the Twentieth Century

Opportunities for higher education also improved in the 1980s. Until recently, deaf
people who entered a university did not have interpreters available to communicate spo-
ken course material to them. Usually, deaf students relied on their hearing colleagues to
help them with their note taking. But through their determination, deaf students have
been able to overcome these obstacles and graduate. (One deaf man has received his
Ph.D. from Cambridge University and gone on to become chief librarian for the British
Deaf Society in London.)

Today, more opportunities for deaf people have opened at the Brisbane College
of Advanced Education, where deaf students can now enroll in a program to become
teachers of deaf and hard of hearing students. Other deaf students are taking course
work in sports studies at the college. Courses are also offered for deaf students who
wish to take advantage of higher education in other areas as well, with the help of full
time interpreters and support groups.

Outreach Services

Many of the remote regions of Australia, such as the coastal towns of Queensland and
the Northern Territories up to Thursday Island at the top of Cape York, have hearing
impaired Aboriginal children. It is estimated that as many as 70 percent have hearing
loss, mainly owing to poor health resulting from unsanitary living conditions. These
children are given educational opportunities by visiting teachers who are supported by
the Department of Education. They are also assisted by the Department of Aboriginal
Affairs and the National Acoustic Laboratory, which provides hearing aids to school-age
children.

Unfortunately, there is a scarcity of written history about deaf people as a society in
Australia, and most of the history can only be traced through conversations with deaf
people representing different generations. Despite this lack of historical resources, a
picture emerges of the efforts deaf Australians have made to develop and maintain their
deaf communities. As a deaf citizen of Australia, I am proud of our accomplishments.
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Editor's mtroduction

he study of the history of Deaf communities is a recent phenomenon. Until
deaf people were first brought together in significant numbers for the pur-
pose of education, there was little note taken of their groups and no means for
Deaf people themselves to preserve knowledge of their daily lives. Some lit-
erate cultures left a record of the legal status of and popular attitudes toward
deaf individuals, but only with the advent of large-scale education of deaf students
was information about Deaf communities and the perspectives of Deaf people saved for
future generations.

This section contains papers that take a variety of approaches to the history of Deaf
communities. Some present the views of majority cultures toward the deaf people in
their midst. Venetta Lampropoulou draws on historical sources from ancient Greece,
finding attitudes ranging from Athenian acceptance of deaf people and sign language
to Spartan disdain for deaf people. (Whatever the conditions of deaf people’s lives,
large-scale education of deaf students would not appear in Greece until the twentieth
century.) Abraham Zwiebel describes the status of deaf people under Jewish law, citing
ancient texts to support his view of Judaism as a system of laws with a long tradition
of respect for deaf people. According to Zwiebel, deaf people as early as the first cen-
tury A.D. had achieved high social and economic status in Jewish society, and there is
evidence of education of deaf students throughout Jewish history.

In many countries, the source of significant historical information about deaf people
begins with the founding of large schools for deaf students. Among the earliest of these
were the state-run institutions founded in France after the French Revolution. Papers by
Alexis Karacostas and Anne T. Quartararo describe Revolutionary French efforts to pro-
vide aid and education to deaf people, and the effect of these efforts on the acceptance of
Deaf culture in French society. Bernard Truffaut examines the French Deaf community
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, finding progress in many areas but
also a damaging divisiveness over the issue of educational method.

While the history of Deaf communities and the history of deaf education are two
separate topics, at times they are so intertwined as to be inseparable. The gathering of
large numbers of deaf students in residential schools is often noted as a critical early
step in the formation of Deaf linguistic and cultural communities. In countries where
such schools were founded relatively recently, a study of educational institutions and
methods may hold important keys to understanding Deaf communities in their early
stages of development. Several papers in this section are concerned with the history of
education of deaf students in Italy (Serena Corazza, Paola Pinna, et al.), Spain (Susan
Plann), Puerto Rico (Yolanda Rodriguez Fraticelli), Nigeria (Emmanuel Ojile), and Saudi
Arabia (Zaid Abdulla Al-Muslat).

In countries with a longer history of educating deaf students, too, exploration of
school records and analyses of competing educational theories can yield benefits for
those seeking to understand both Deaf communities and the mainstream cultures in
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which they reside. Barry Crouch finds in the records of the American School for the
Deaf a rich, and largely unexplored, source of information on the education of deaf stu-
dents in the early years of the United States and insight into the emergence of the United
States Deaf community. Giinther List examines the tradition of oralism in the German-
speaking countries, explaining not only its devastating effect on Deaf communities, but
also the social and economic conditions that led to its century-long dominance and the
changes that have led to its decline.

Where Deaf communities have flourished, they have often left records of their ac-
tivities that benefit both historians and subsequent generations of Deaf people. Based
on the records of associations of Deaf people in Denmark, Jonna Widell constructs a
theory of the development of the Danish Deaf community comprising three phases:
Opening (in which Deaf people form associations and are accepted by hearing society);
Isolation (in which oralism leads to societal rejection of Deaf culture and sign language);
and the current stage, Manifestation (in which Deaf people emerge from isolation to
exert an influence on educational policy and the political process). Robert Buchanan
and John B. Christiansen describe in their papers two Deaf vocational communities: the
Deaf industrial workforce of Akron, Ohio and Deaf printers, respectively. They draw
on a rich store of information on Deaf people in the twentieth-century United States,
including Deaf newspapers and the work of Deaf historians as well as mainstream
scholarly works.

James ]. Fernandes and Jane F. Kelleher recount the landmark achievements of Lau-
rent Clerc, Agatha Tiegel Hanson, and George Veditz, whose influence was exercised
largely through their powers as American Sign Language orators.

One of Veditz’s causes was the preservation of sign language. Three papers in this
section are addressed to the topic of preserving the language, literature, history, and
folkways of the Deaf communities. Ulf Hedberg of the Gallaudet University Archive
stresses the necessity of archives to the preservation of Deaf history from a Deaf per-
spective. Ted Supalla describes a pilot project designed to make accessible to researchers
and educators an archive of films that contain images of Deaf folklife; Karen Lloyd, a
project to solicit and collect the stories and personal histories of Deaf people in Australia
as a contribution to Deaf history.

Personal history is a theme also of the two final papers in this section. Both are
concerned with genealogy and the generational links between Deaf people. For those
people who are hereditarily deaf, knowledge of one’s family history can serve as a tie
to the history of Deaf people as a whole.
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The Deaf Population DUring the
French Revolution

ALEXIS KARACOSTAS

he French Revolution of 1789 marked a very special time in the history of the
Erench deaf population for at least three reasons.

First, the Revolution fostered a heady brew of ideas and opinions. From
the heart of the common folk, to genteel drawing rooms, to the National As-
sembly, diverse questions were raised, particularly the question of power:
Who has retained power? On what basis can we evaluate his legitimacy? These ideas
could not help influencing deaf people, who also were caught up in the furor and
excitement of the times.

Second, reforms inspired by this swell of ideas and debate affected economic policy
as well as politics. It is fairly obvious that deaf people were not the only group finding
it hard to make ends meet. The privileged nobility and high clergy, representing only
2 percent of the French population, jealously guarded the reins of power. The majority
of the population—consisting of peasants—faced severe trials: famine, insufficient har-
vests, disastrous weather. Deaf people did not escape these difficulties; their situation
was closely linked to the general hardships of the period and to those limited rights
society granted them.

Third, institutional reforms, including the creation of national institutions for deaf
people and the proliferation of private establishments, drastically altered deaf people’s
place in society and their future potential.

These changes were not spontaneous; they had been simmering a long time before
the revolution exploded. Much of the foundation for change can be attributed to the
work of the Abbé de I'Epée, a man who earned his reputation through his works and
to whom deaf people worldwide pay tribute.

The Abbé de I'Epée created his own school for deaf students in 1760. For twenty-
nine years, he tirelessly instructed up to seventy pupils at a time. He did not hesitate
to invest his own personal fortune in his school, which remained solvent thanks also
to gifts from indijviduals and grants provided by King Louis XVI. De I'Epée died on
December 23, 1789 at the age of seventy-seven, shortly following the storming of the
Bastille and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizenry.

De I'Epée was an innovator in several ways. First, he united deaf people by di-
recting his instruction toward a group, rather than isolated individuals. Unlike most of
the teachers of deaf students that preceded him, such as . R. Pereire, de 'Epée did
everything he could to bring large numbers of deaf students together. He expected note-
worthy improvement in his students’ comprehension levels because of their ability to
discuss with each other the information he provided. He also expected students to feel
less isolated in an environment that enhanced their communication and interaction.
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Second, de I'Epée supported the idea that public education must be made available
to all children, regardless of social status. He courageously defended public education
against the elitist education of the clergy and nobility. De 'Epée was a Jansenist Catho-
lic whose ideas were controversial and who was destined to suffer for his ideological
commitment. However, by the middle of the eighteenth century, the idea of popular
education had begun to make headway in France, not only with the Encyclopaedists,
but also in practical application. By establishing the Committee of Public Education, the
French Revolution gave support to the realization of these ideas.

Lastly, de I'Epée emphasized the importance of using sign language to instruct his
students. His attempts to “reform” natural sign language, however, were controversial.
Trained as a grammarian, de I'Epée had as his goal to systematize and formalize this
unwritten language. He was convinced he could apply the basic structures of grammati-
cal French to sign language by means of methodical signs, which he invented. But that
is irrelevant in my opinion: The essential point is that he recognized the existence of
sign language and the key role it had to play in teaching deaf children.

At the time de 'Epée died, the French Revolution was well under way. The Revo-
lution took up his three causes—the deaf community, public education, and sign lan-
guage—and tried to implement them.

With respect to the deaf community, the revolutionaries supported the idea that
deaf people were an authentic social group in their own right and should not be treated
as isolated individuals. National representatives often used the term “disadvantaged
class” or “so singular a disinherited class” to designate the deaf population. Reforms
were aimed at these “orphans of nature” as a social group, not just as individuals.

Deaf people also began expressing themselves and recognizing their cultural iden-
tity. For example, a deaf man named Desloges, of whom [ will speak again later, con-
sidered his peers to be members of a foreign nation whose language it was useful
to know.,

Simultaneously, the idea of deaf citizenship was gaining ground. A memorable
speech was presented by a deputy at the deathbed of de 'Epée: "Die in peace—your
fatherland will adopt your children.” These children, of course, were the deaf members
of the population, who like all citizens, are “sons and daughters” of their fatherland.
De 'Epée was the foster father of these “orphans of nature.” It was now up to the
nation, with its patriarchal power, to substitute for him after his death. Deaf people,
like hearing people, became children/citizens of the great family/nation.

The first public institution to specialize in serving deaf individuals was founded in
Paris on July 21, 1791. A second opened in Bordeaux two years later. Operation of these
institutions gradually came under government control. The Abbé Sicard was named
head schoolmaster (director) of the Parisian establishment after review by a tribunal of
academicians and prominent citizens. A tribunal procedure was also used for the nomi-
nation of the staff, financial administration, student admissions, and determination of
initial administrative policy, all of which were under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of
the Interior.

But the creation of these institutions was accompanied by obstacles that had to be
overcome. The first challenge was to define the primary purpose of the institutions.
Most of the deaf students were destitute. Should they receive money to help them sur-
vive? Should they receive temporary shelter? Or should they be provided with sufficient
education to enable them to acquire a profitable trade? In other words, which was it to
be, charity or instruction?

Deputy Raffron supported the position of providing financial assistance. Speaking
before the National Convention on February 1, 1794, after the institutions had been in
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operation for more than two years (but voicing an opinion that predated even the revo-
lution), Raffron claimed, “Deaf people are born speechless; they will die speechless.
That is how Nature wanted it.” Instructing deaf people was useless, he said, particularly
because the nation was not lacking in educated people. He added that living conditions
were very difficult in the new boarding schools (which was true) and that the purpose of
these institutions was to assist the poor but not to flatter national pride. Consequently,
it made more sense to offer deaf pupils financial support and then send them back to
their homes.

As you may suspect, this viewpoint was not adopted, and the idea of instructing
deaf students developed in progressive stages. But the charitable idea did not totally
evaporate, as evidenced today by the National Institute of Paris for Young Deaf Per-
sons, which is a branch of the Ministry of Solidarity, not of the Ministry of National
Education.

The second problem was the one observed by Raffron: Living conditions in the two
schools were harsh. Sometimes the students had nothing to eat or wear. They lacked
heat during harsh winters, were assailed by epidemics, and sometimes died at the insti-
tution. Moreover, as boarders, they were totally cut off from their relatives. The young
deaf students had to put their courage to the test to survive revolutionary times.

Last, the institution in Paris was originally associated with the National Institute
of Blind Workers. The two schools shared the same premises—the former Célestins
convent near the Bastille. It was only in 1794 that the two groups were geographically
separated and the deaf students were perceived as a separate group.

At the time of the French Revolution, cultural perceptions of deaf people ran the
gamut from savages, to children, to animals, to soulless machines. Numerous references
to deaf people can be found in the minutes of the National Assembly, whose deputies
expressed popular cultural perceptions of that period:

% The deaf individual was perceived as a savage—that is to say, as a radically dif-
ferent and singular being, as strange as the “savages” met by Bougainville or
Cook in their far-off expeditions.

e

% Deaf people were perceived as children because civilization supposedly could
not influence their nature. For example, Lanjuinais, a member of the Coun-
cil of Five Hundred (“Conseil des Cing-Cents”), in 1796 suggested that deaf
people be included in the legal category of minors.

*

®,
[

Deaf individuals were compared to animals because they did not possess speech
(oral language), which would legitimize their relationship with humanity.

®,
D>

Finally, deaf people were perceived to be machine-like. The theories of the phi-
losophers Locke and Condillac accorded an essential role to the physical
senses. From this viewpoint, deaf people would be comparable to soulless
machines because they had been deprived of one of their senses.

These perceptions also involved sign language, a living image of thought (accord-
ing to Talleyrand) and a direct expression of nature (according to Abbot Grégoire) that
supposedly appeared on earth before the advent of oral language. This idea pleased
some, who imagined that they could use sign language as a model for the reform of the
French language. Others were distressed and wanted, in the name of French culture, to
suppress the animality that this idea appeared to suggest. The conflicting perceptions
of sign language deserve more detailed study. For two centuries, they have continued
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to influence successive policies governing the role to be played by sign language in
everyday life and education.

Before concluding, I would like to share some overall thoughts on the status of the
deaf population at the time of the French Revolution.

Originally, the founding of deaf schools was not of primary importance to deaf
individuals, who had long been struggling to survive, to unite, to instruct themselves,
and to learn a trade—all without the official intervention of hearing people. Several
testimonies concur on this point. In March 1794, in the National Assembly, Deputy
Thibaudeau reviewed the situation of deaf people working in print shops. Deputy
Roger-Ducos cited cases of deaf people working as painters, silk-winders, hat-sellers,
gardeners, fabric manufacturers, designers, sculptors, dressmakers, and embroiderers.

Before and during the revolution, there were two paths open to deaf people. Some,
the smaller number, went through the schools that were set up for them. The others,
the majority by far, did not have any formal education, although this did not always
prevent them from practicing a trade. Two deaf men illustrate clearly these two paths:
Deseine and Desloges.

Deseine, educated by I’ Abbé de I'Epée, was a sculptor who enjoyed a certain noto-
riety. In contrast to his brother (also a sculptor, but hearing and a royalist), Deseine
embraced the ideals of the revolution. Among other subjects, Deseine sculpted busts of
Mirabeau and Robespierre, which he presented to the National Assembly. For Danton,
he sculpted a bust of Mrs. Danton, who had just died.

Desloges, on the other hand, was never a student of 'Abbé de 'Epée. He was a
bookbinder and furniture-paper decorator. He left behind a beautiful volume, published
in 1779 (and which I recommend that you read), in which he describes the situation of
his peers, their way of life, and their trades. It is interesting to note that deaf people of
this time preferred to live in the city rather than in the country, where they felt isolated
from the deaf community.

The life of Deseine and the work of Desloges are evidence that deaf people were
struggling for meaningful integration into society and against the marginalization that
menaced them,

1f deaf people did not wait for the hearing society to concern itself with their fate
and transform it into a national cause, it was also because the newly created schools
could not meet their needs. Academic structures and vocational learning workshops
were not immediately operational, and they did not provide effective training.

During the French Revolution, deaf individuals in these schools were in an unusual
position. Because they were children or adolescents relating to adults, and because
they were governed by hearing people, they had practically no power to make their
own decisions. They were dependent upon the good will of hearing people. Outside
of the institutions, however, deaf people were struggling and going on strike in the
print shops. Major political policies on deafness, of course, were still determined by the
nation’s representatives, all hearing people.

Deaf people also suffered in the numerous conflicts between the two schools in
Paris and Bordeaux, which marked the first ten years of their existence. Manipulated
like pawns in a mysterious strategy, young deaf people were often exploited. Public
performances depicting Sicard’s efforts from Paris to undermine the authority of the
Bordeaux school director (by inciting his best pupils to leave) serve as evidence that
deaf people were oppressed.

But there is a reverse side to the story: Deaf students strove to protect their schools—
even to expand them. Jean Massieu, the best-known deaf instructor at the time of

165

THE

DEAF
WAY



166

THE
DEAF
WAY

Deaf History

the French Revolution, led deaf student delegations to demand the release of Sicard,
who had been imprisoned several times for his Royalist opinions. Deaf people banded
together to defend not only themselves but their institutions. These pupils, the trium-
phant generation of the revolutionary period, included some of the future stars of the
deaf movement: Laurent Clerc, Ferdinand Berthier, Claudius Forestier, and Pelissier,
among numerous others.

It was the French Revolution that galvanized this movement toward acceptance of
deaf education and culture. Today, the national institutes are still extraordinary schools:
They are the privileged (but nonexclusive) sites of deaf association meetings and of the
cultural and political expressions of the deaf community.
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the Deaf commum@ in France,
1792—-1795

ANNE T. QUARTARARO

he purpose of this paper is to analyze a very small part of deaf history in the
context of the French Revolution. As France celebrates the bicentennial of the
French Revolution, and historians assess its impact on the lives of French citi-
zens at the end of the eighteenth century, this paper will focus on the popular
phase of the Revolution, 1792-1795, and use selected archival documents to
evaluate what benefits, if any, deaf people drew from the revolutionary period.

Hidden from “traditional” history because of social stereotyping and economic
misery, deaf people do not often play a direct role in the political debates so often
studied among Revisionist historians, who view the Revolution as a power struggle,
a battle of “rhetoric and ideology” devoid of class conflict. This view is in opposition
to the Marxist school of thought, which sees class conflict as the driving force behind
social change.

While a Marxist interpretation, with its categories of social class, may no longer
be useful, the interplay of economic development and social status could significantly
broaden the Revisionist approach to the Revolution (Furet, 1981). The socioeconomic
condition of deaf people during this time can be a measure of how “rhetoric and ide-
ology” affected the lives of this outsider group in a revolutionary society. (The plea for
more socioeconomic study in the Revisionist school came recently from Colin Jones in
his paper entitled, “Was the French Revolution a Social Revolution?”)

One of the many goals of the revolution that broke out in France during the sum-
mer of 1789 was the “improvement of humanity,” as historian R. R. Palmer has written
(1985). Although Palmer uses this concept to study the progress of education between
1789 and 1799, 1 would like to use this idea of “improvement of humanity” to focus
on another aspect of the revolution that affected the lives of ordinary citizens and, in
particular, deaf citizens.

The Revolution of 1789 marks the first time in modern history that a nation made a
public commitment to help relieve the economic misery of its citizens. While the revo-
lutionaries certainly did not invent the notion of social welfare, they made it a central
part of their plan for a revolutionary state.

Alan Forrest, in his study entitled The French Revolution and the Poor, points out that
the men who made public policy in the Revolution were a product of the mid-eighteenth
century Enlightenment (1981). They grew up with the writings of philosophers who be-
lieved in the perfectibility of humankind. It is not surprising that, once in power, these
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men would try to alleviate the misery that they believed was sapping the moral strength
of the nation.

Poverty, seen as a national humiliation, would be contrary to the goals of a new
and improved society. As one observer put it, “The first debt of society and its first
commitment . . . is to give to all its members . . . the happiness that they can enjoy.
Society must, if it is well-organized, protect the weak [and] . . . support the indigent”
(Archives Nationales (AN), 1790).

For deaf citizens, this attitude meant that the national government would theoreti-
cally intervene on their behalf to improve their lot in life. In the hearing community,
people began to acknowledge that deaf people lived in a society that rejected them and
that they “only [seemed] to live for suffering” (AN, 1790). As we shall see, however,
this government intervention was not comprehensive enough to affect the lives of the
majority of deaf people, who continued to live in poverty.

During the early years of the Revolution, the Constituent and Legislative Assem-
blies created special committees to study the problem of poverty and coordinate requests
for financial assistance. The Comité de Mendicité concentrated on defining the extent
of poverty and was responsible for developing solutions. By 1791, this committee had
compiled data from a survey of more than half the departments (departments are geo-
graphical and administrative divisions) in France. By its overall estimates, one in eight
people in France was living in poverty (Forrest, 1981).

These figures no doubt put pressure on another committee, the Comité des Secours
Publics, which was in charge of allocating national funds for the poor and answering
complaints directed to the representatives in Paris. Through the Comité des Secours
Publics, citizens could directly petition their national government for public assistance,
and many families with deaf children did just that during the era of the National Con-
vention. After the monarchy was abolished in 1792 and the Jacobins rose to power,
these two committees wielded even greater authority in the interest of social welfare,
and their actions had the potential to improve the lives of deaf people.

During the height of the popular phase of the Revolution, in the summer of 1793,
members of the Comité des Secours Publics sent a letter to all departments requesting
information about the number of deaf people in each of their districts (AN, 1793). From
their responses, it is clear that local officials took this charge quite seriously: Responses
began to arrive at the Committee as early as August 1793. They noted the age and occu-
pation of each deaf person and sometimes made additional comments about physical
ailments, family problems, or personal character.

In one response from the district of Grenoble in the department of Isére, authorities
listed fifty-five deaf people. Only thirty-two were reported with any sort of occupation
(AN, 1793), and six of these thirty-two were listed as “beggars.” Only five of these thirty-
two were listed as skilled or semiskilled laborers, such as carpenters or wigmakers.
Most, both male and female, were laborers of one kind or another, and almost all of the
six children in the group from Grenoble had parents who were day laborers. The one
exception was the daughter of a policeman.

Despite limited data, we can still try to place the socioeconomic condition of deaf
people in 1793 in a broader perspective. The promise of “the improvement of humanity”
still seemed illusory for deaf citizens. More than 90 percent of deaf adults listed from
the Grenoble region were surviving at the lowest level of the economic ladder and most
likely did not have the financial or educational resources to change their lives in any
significant way. Even if local authorities inflated these numbers to make the case for
more national funding, the percentage of the deaf population hovering near the poverty
level would still have been very high.
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suggests that there were few job prospects for deaf people in this community, and those
who did have a trade were the exception rather than the rule. Jean Baptiste Cartin,
thirty-two, a cobbler singled out by local authorities for his intelligence, may have been
the best, if practically the only, example of a local success story.

It was much more typical for authorities to stress the hardships faced by deaf
people, as they did with the Combe family, poverty-stricken and supporting a fifteen-
year-old deaf daughter. The list from Grenoble was replete with such families, who
lived on the margin of subsistence. We also can assume that the deaf people listed as
“beggars” were indigent and living from public or private charity. On this list, they were
all men ranging in age from nineteen to forty-three, in the prime of their laboring years
and yet unable