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- PREFACE- -

The search for ﬁeaf culturt_-:: in the nineteenth century has not been easy. The
roots of the culture are located there, coinciding with the creation of the residential
schools for the deaf. Such schools gave the Deaf population a place to meet and share
ideas, for the first time in American history. The close and sustained contact generated
cultural development. The roots are all there; the challenge has been to decipher them.

Deaf culture is, after all, just beginning to receive attention from a twentieth-
century perspective. Researchers are investigating the Deaf experience of the late
twentieth century and have seemingly discovered the culture. The fact is that the culture
has been there for some time; hearing investigators have only just started to notice it.
An abundance of research on the twentieth-century manifestations of the culture is
appearing now. The nineteenth-century roots, however, have been largely overlooked.

_Certainly, the educational battles have been well documented. The war between
the manualists and the oralists has been well covered.! I am interested in more than
education. I am concerned with why the battles started in the first place. Why did

hearing educators begin to fear Sign and switch to oralism? What did hearing people

"Manualists are those educators who believe that deaf children should be instructed
through the use of Sign. Oralists, by contrast, reject Sign because they believe that its
use interferes with the acquisition of correct English. They therefore propose to teach
deaf children by lipreading and articulation. The battle between the two methodologles
has been best covered in Harlan Lane’s When The Mmd Hears.

v
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think of deafness? How did Deaf pe-ople’s impressions of Sign differ frém those of the
educators? Did Deaf pebple have a sense of themselves as a cultural group, different
from hearing people in a more significant way than mere hearing loss? These are the
cultural issues with which I have been concerned.

The existence of Deaf culture in the twentieth century I admittedly take as a
given. Twentieth-century researchers, both Deaf and hearing, have proven the point.
I have tried to outline the salient points of their arguments as best I could; still, I could
not spend the bulk of my time in the twentieth century. My focus was on the
nineteenth-century experience. I will try to clear up any instances of confusion for the
reader here.

'The most obvious indication of the treatment of a culture is the use of the word
"Deaf." The capitalized word is a cultural symbol, similar to the way that we capitalize
other such groups as "Americans” or "Irish." It is a sign of respect as well as an act
of distinction. The term "Deaf” refers only to those people who consider themselves
a part of Deaf culture. Thus, Deafness is a choice predicated not only by the existence
of hearing loss, but also by how one chooses to react to the loss. Will one adopt a
hearing approach and learn to spegk, investigate 7hearing aids, try to fit in to the
hearing community? If so, one cannot iae a member of tﬁe Deaf community. Sucha

response makes one a member of the oral deaf community instead, a group that

generally prides itself on its ability to assimilate into ‘hearing society. Signing is -
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usually disdained. However, if one leamns Sign and sea;'ches out the company of other
Deaf people, feacting to the hearing loss with unique adjust:ﬁents, than one can call
onesé]f Deaf. It is therefore entirely poséible to be physically deaf without being a part
of Deaf culture. Method of communication revolves around this issue of membership.
As Susan Rutherford, an anthropologist studying Deaf culture explains, "What makes
Deaf people a cultural group instead of simply a loose organization of people with a
sensory loss is the fact that their adaption includes language.”” American Sign
Language is an indicator of cultural identification.

The argument is still brought up, however. Can we really call Deafness a J
cultural phenomenon? Do Deaf people truly possess a culture? Or do they constitute
instead a sub-culture in the American landscape? I myself have chosen not to use the
word "sub-culture." It is not the preferred designation in the Deaf community. I would
take my cue from the Deaf community whenever possible. Fof me to do otherwise
would be to impose my hearing notions upon the Deaf experience. I refuse to treat this
topic with any kind of paternalism. Therefore, I have followed the example of Jerome
Schein, who explains that while "sub-culture” may indeed only denote that the culture
is embedded in a larger culture, it connotes something entirely different. "It connotes

inadequacy,” writes Schein, "something that is beneath (i.e., inferior to) the majority

?Susan D. liutherford "The culture of American deaf people,” Sign Language
Studies 59 (1988): 129-147, quoted in Jerome D. Schein, At Home Among Strangers
_(Washmgton D.C.: Ga]laudet University Press, 1989) 6




culture of grc-)up."3 | Deaf people have historically been viewed this way by the
American public. I will not continue to perpetuate such ideas. Deaf people deserve
better treatment. The word "sub-culture” will therefore not be used to refer to the Deaf
community in this paper.

Furthermore, "sub-cultu'rc" is believed by many people working in the field to
be an inaccurate description. William C. Stokoe, who did the first Qoundbreaking ,
linguistic study of American Sign Language in 1965, holds that the term is incorrect.
He writes, "However it is (’iesignated, though, the culture under discussion is included
in a larger culture, which nonetheless cannot interpenetrate it. Although the Deaf ”
community contains as little as one one-thousandth of the total community, the
respective languages and cultures influence one another in only relatively minor
ways." Although the two groups reside in the same physical space, the fact does not
neccssarily make the one a sub-culture of the other. Deaf culture springs out of a
completely different physical experience. It is, then, in many ways different from the

culture shared by the hearing members of a society. Sub-culture, according to Stokoe,

is therefore a misleading term.

*Jerome Schein, At Home Among Strangers (Washlngton D.C.: Gallaudet
Umver31ty Press, 1989) 14.

- “William C. Stokoe "Dimensions of Difference: ASL and English Based Cultures,"
American Deaf Culture, ed. Sherman Wilcox (Silver Spring: Linstok Press, 1989) 56.




- The search for Deaf culture has therefore been an interesting journey through thé
nineteenth cenfury. I have tried to structure the paper in a way that would balance this
journey in logical rsteps. It is not entirely chronologiéal. Instead, it is thematic. I have
attempted to compare the experiences and opinions of the Deaf and hearing
communities. The structure acts like a mirror, holding one up to the other and
investigating the image reflected as a result. It begins therefore with a more detailed
discussion of culture, both generally speaking and in reference to the Deaf community.
Then we begin our trip into the nineteenth century. It begins with Sign language, the
starting point for Deaf culture as well. First the hearing outlook is discussed.- Then "
the hearing reaction to deafness itself is investigated. The two issues, we will see, are
interrelated. The way that hearing and deaf people regarded Sign indicated, in many
ways, the way they would view Deaf people.

I turn to the Deaf community next. Deaf ideas .of Sign and deafness are
discussed. We can begin to see the differences between Deaf and hearing opinions.
To get a better understanding of these differences, I bring the Qpinions together in the
sections on poetry and sound. The cultural clash can be read clearly in these two
confrontations.

With the differences apparent, the next ciuestion is: how did nineteenth-century
Deaf people survive in a hearing wérld? They lacked the modern conveniences that _

Deaf people today take full advantage of to cope with a Hearing world. Still, some of |
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 the solutions remain the saﬁe. The point is taken up for consideration in the sections
on stories from Deaf culture and the subsequent solutions. The two biggest and most
unique solutions of the century were the idea of the Deaf state and the reality of
Gallaudet University.

The founding of Gallaudet University in many ways signalled both the arrival
and the decline of Deaf culture in this couniry. The university was a haven for and a
symbol of Deafness. But it also indicated to many hearing people that the Deaf
community was becoming too different from hearing society to be tolerated any longer.
A concern for assimilation was expressed soon afterward. Oralism began to rise as
a serious movement. It succeeded in changing the face of deaf education in 1867 with
the founding of the Clarke School of the Deaf in Massachusetts. Educators saw this

move as progress. In fact, many social historians, including Alice Felt Tyler,

interpreted it in the same way.” These people did not understand the situation from

>Tyler described the situation in this way: "Although best known for his work with
the blind, [S.G.] Howe was not indifferent to the cause of other defectives...In 1844 and
1845 he joined Horace Mann in a fight to introduce in schools for deaf mutes a new
method of instruction by which these afflicted children were taught to speak rather than
to use the manual language. [E.M.] Gallaudet clung to the older methods, and it was
with great difficulty that Howe and Mann won approval for their reform.” Alice Felt
Tyler, Freedom’s Ferment (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1944) 298, The legacy of
the oral victory is clearly seen here. The deaf children are immediately described as
"defective” and "afflicted.” Tyler assumed that the oral proposal was a sound reform,
and that a reform meant progress. Gallaudet, therefore, was simply stubborn and
standing in the way of progress. No attention was paid to the possibility that the
change, however well meaning, was a disaster for the Deaf community, and opposed
by its members. Clearly, the history of the Deaf has too often been written by the
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the Deaf point of view. To the Deaf community, the rise of oralism meant the end of
Sign. It was viewed as a .de]iberate attack on the culture and on Deaf people. But,
then as now, the opinion of Deaf people in such matters as their own education was
disregarded. Cultural suppression was’the result. Such has remained the dase until
quite recently.

This history is therefore meant as a reconstruction of sorts. It is a recovery of
the cultural experience of Deaf people. I hope it will add to the Deaf community’s
understanding of itself, if studying history can be interpreted as a process of
empowerment. I have tried to make this history as Deaf as possible, intending to make |
it a record of the nineteenth-century experience from the Deaf point of view. I also
hope, however, that it will add to the understanding of hearing people as well. Hearing
people can come to realize the origins of their attitudes toward deafness and see how
such attitudes have been harmful to the Deaf community. In the end, I hope that this

paper will inspire more cross-cultural communication and better cross-cultural

understanding.

hearing. -




" INTRODUCTION

Throughout the m'neteénth century, signs of Deaf culture can be seen surfacing
and coalescing. Deaf people entered the century isolated and without educational
opportunity. By mid-century, numerous schools had been .founded, many with state
financial support as well as private benefactors. Educators dreamed of a college for
deaf students and their wish came true in'1864. The manual method of teaching, using
Sign along with manual English, was preferred and extolled by educators and deaf
people alike. The power of Sign was both recognized and appreciated at this time.

Such educational support gave deaf people the courage to admit to their cultural
identification. Deaf people began to realize the extent to which they identified with
one another and viewed themselves as a unique group. The sense of culture was just
beginning to develop. The evidence is clear; the schools provided a sense of
community where the culture coqld be formulated. Signs could be used freely, sound
could be investigated fully, and sight could be sharpened expertly. Newspapers
catering to the Deaf needs, arising from Deaf editors, sprang up around the country,
offering Deaf people a way to stay together, reminding _them thﬁt they were not alone.
Eventually, these feelings of belonging and group identity gfew into movements for a
national deaf organization and a deaf state. A deaf consciousness of cultural difference

was growing thrdughout the century. It had reached a public height in 1864 when the

xii
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college was founded. By this action, Deaf people, their needs, and their language burst
onto the national scene. There, in the nation’s capital, Deaf people gathered and signed
comfortably. The college symbolized the abilities of Deaf people and the capabi]ity
of their language. Deaf culture had arrived in the public eye with Sign as its most
prominent feature. It was the proudest moment of the culture in the nineteenth century.

Unfortunately, it was also the darkest hour. Throughout the century, a minority
voice had fought against the use of Sign, believing that it would lead to the formation
of a Deaf culture. The same events that Deaf people viewed so warmly, these
opponents viewed with a fearful eye. In effect, they proved the worst fears of the "
opponents involved; the events demonstrated that, indeed, a Deaf culture had formed
in the United States. This development was interpreted as highly negative since it
meant that deaf people would remain separate and "other,” instead of integrated into
the society as a whole. The only way to put an end to this separate quality of Deafness
was to abolish Sign. Sign inculcated this feeling of clannishness since only limited
numbers of people understood it. By destroying it and teaching only English, Deaf
people would be empowered to interact with the whole community of people, deaf and
hearing alike. The educational philosophy known as oralism arose. In this system,
Sign. woulci be proﬂibited and all teaching would be done through ]ipreading. Deaf
children vs-rould be faught ﬁow to ]ibread as well as how to speak._ These skills would

make them more -"heaﬁng" and enable them to fit.into nearing society. Importantly;
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they would also ward off the further development of ﬁ Deaf culture or, worse still, a
deaf variety of the human race.

The battles ragéd on throughout the rest of the century; educators continued to
quarrel. Their arguments affected the lives of real deaf people. In the nineteenth
century, just how many people were actually involved? The deaf population of the
United States in the nineteenth century can be difficult to determine. Various authors
reported on the numbers throughout the century. John R. Bumet, a Deaf author and
graduate of the New York Institution, reported that in 1830 there were approximately
6,100 deaf persons in the country.® By 1840, the number had drastically increased. J
It was reported in the government census that the population was 7,664, but it was
widely believed "that this estimate fell considerably below the real number at that
time."”

Records on the school age population Were easier to uncover. In 1883, Jasper
Williams reported that 7,155 pupils were attending the 55 schc;ols then open in this
country. There were 481 teachers, 209 men and 272 women; of these, 154 teachers

were deaf. Thirty-six of the schools employed the combined system, defined by

Williams as a method using signs and fingerspelling. Ten schools taught By strict oral

SJohn R. Bumet, Tales of the Deaf and Dumb with mzscellaneous poems (Newark:
B. Olds, 1835): 1

7ffmc}llyrnous Mlsce]laneous " Amerzcan Annals of the Deaf 1 (1848) 131.
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méthods, and nine used only manuﬂ methods; all Sign,‘ no fingerspelling.! The world
situation at this time showed a trend toward oralism. "Of the 362 schools throughout
the world," wrote Williams, "191 use the oral; 78 use the combined; 28 use the manual;
15 are changing gradually from Signs to the oral, and 52 are not described.” The oral
trend was gaining speed in the 1880°s, spurred by the Milan Convention’s proclamation
in 1880--"Long live speech!" The Convention was an international meeting of
instructors of the deaf. Most of the participants were hearing and European. In
Europe, the oral movement had taken root before it reached American shores. Thus,
the Milan Convention’s final proclamation was a testament to the strength of the new J
movement and a signal to the Americans that oralism would soon gain an even stronger
hold in the United States.

In adjustment to this oral rise, most American schools were using the combined

method, employing "every known device" to teach deaf students.’® In 1891, there

8Jasper N. Williams, A silent people dwelling in a world without sound: all about
deaf mutes (Detroit: J.N. Williams, 1883) 62.

*Williams 63.

_ °Edwin Allan Hbdgson, Facts, Anecdotes, and Poetry, relating to the Deaf and
"~ Dumb (New York: Deaf-Mutes* Journal Print, 1891) 6. .
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were over 73 schools for the deaf with over 8,000 ;tudents in élttendance.“ The
estimated deaf population at that time was 40,000 people.!?

Early in the century, until rdughly 1860, the entire population would have been
primarily Deaf. Schools taught by the manual method; children would have learned
Sign as a first language. By learning Sign, deaf children would have been acculturated
into Deaf culture. This slow progression into the culture would have been supported,
to some extent, by the school teachers, since they learned Sign from the older students
and taught their students using it. They realized that Sign, in mahy ways, helped
generate Deafness. The fact did not daunt them, however; they expected deaf children |
to be Deaf. Along the way, they also wanted them to learn English and communicate
with hearing people. Deafness did not have to result in total isolation.

The population changed by 1865, At this time, at least one small private oral
school was in operation, in Chelmsford, Massachusetts. Instead of learning Sign, deaf
children were being schooled using only spoken English. The children were taught lip-
reading and articulation. They were instructed using the mode most comfortable for
hearing people, namely, speaking instead of signing, on the theory that learning speech
would enable then to fit in with the hearing population. The goal of oralism Was

assimilation. Deaf children were supposed to be absorbed into the hearing community

- "'Hodgson 4.
12 Hodgson 20
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and become acculturated consequently. A separate Deaf identity was roundly
discouraged. Participation in the hearing world was encouraged.

Oral schools recognized the possibilities of Deafness. They knew that deaf
students could become part of the wider Deaf community. Through their educational
practices they tried to prevent such a possibility from becoming a reality. To choose
hearing society required a rejection of Deaf society in the view of most oralists.
Edward Fay, an investigator into the marriage pattermns of the deaf community in the
nineteenth century, commented on the situation at the end of the century.

In the "segregate” exclusively oral schools also, the first of which in

America were established nearly thirty years ago, signs are used as little

as possible, reunions of former pupils are not held, associations and

conventions of the deaf are discouraged, newspapers or other periodicals

intended especially for the reading of the deaf are not published, and the

pupils are urged after leaving the school to shun the society of the deaf

and to associate only with hearing people.”

Oralism proposed that submersion and isolation in the hearing community would help
deaf people to become acculturated more quickly. They would join the hearing world
more readily if there was no other choice. Hence, the schools discouraged contact
among the graduates, fearing that close contact would lead to a Deaf community. For

assimilation to succeed, deaf people needed to live in isolation from one another. Any

close contact could lead to an unwanted union of Deaf peoplé.

13Edward Allen Fay, Marr:ages of the Deaf In America (W ashmgton D.C.: Gibson
Brothers, 1898) 25-6. :




- - Xviit

After 1867, when Clarke School for the Deaf, an oral school in Northampton,
Massachusetts, opened, the Deaf community was effe;ctively split into two separate
camps. The oralists assimilated into hearing society and the manualists comprised the
Deaf community and spearheaded the growth of the developing culture. Deaf people,
earlier having formed one cultural unit, were torn apart by hearing educators.
Educators, through their methodological battles, succeeded in splitting the deaf
community into pieces. Deaf culture became more embattled since even deaf people
scoffed at it. Oral deaf people learned, with praise from hearing teachers, to pride
themselves on their speech skills. Speech, advocated by hearing teachers as superior
to Sign, was soon perceived in the same way by orally trained deaf people. They
viewed Sign as a crutch that the less intelligent relied upon for communication. Sign
gained a maligned reputation as a poor gestural version of English, inferior to speech
and English, losing the image it had at the beginning of the century as- a wonderful
teachiﬁg tool and an important language. The condemnation of Sign by deaf people,
such as John Carlin, the painter and poet, was particularly harsh. Since Sign had been
introduced as the language natural to deaf people, its rejection by some of them threw
doubt on its legitimacy, both as a natural language and as a teaching device.
Dissension among deaf people did the larger deaf community a disservice because i‘t

further isolated and fractured a minority group.
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The positions became more extreme by the end of the century. As Fay stated,
oralists tried to fit into the hearing society. They tried. not to stay in contact with one
another. Mabel Hubbard Bell, Alexander Graham Bell’s deaf wife, would refuse to
acknowledge the presence of other deaf people in a room. She preferred to associate
only with hearing people. As deaf people joined with hearing people, the pressure on
Deaf people mounted. The pressure to conform grew stronger. But, despite, these
attacks, Deaf culture did not disappear. It, like Sign, vanished from the public eye.'
Deaf culture was driven underground but it did not die.

Edward Fay provides good evidence of the continued existence of the culture.
His statistics on marriages between deaf people demonstrate that as the century wore
on, Def pe_ople drew closer together. Early in the century, marriages were rare,
primarily because deaf people lived in relative isolation from one another. From 1801-
1830, Fay re;:ords only ten marriages between deaf partners. In the years 1831-1840,
37 suéh marriages were reported. This increase can be explained by the opening of the
schools in the United States which brought deaf people together in unprecedented
numbers. Marriages resulted between many former classmates.”

Ihe increase c;ontinued unabated throughout the century, in spite of the oralist

rise which sought to limit connect between deaf people. By the end of the century,

A5 late as the mid twentieth-century, signing in public marked the user as
mentally retarded. Sign’s public image had reached an all-time low.

L 15Fay 14.
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from 1881-90, 1,017 marriages were reported by Fay. The percentages were
astounding. Fully 85.5% of all marriages by deaf people were to deaf partners. Only
10.5% of the couples had one deaf and one hearing partner. Deaf people married other
deaf people with astonishing regl‘ﬂarity.16 |

Fay reports that the percentages of intermarriage in the deaf community were
higher among students who had entered signing schools than among those who had
attended oral schools.'” Obviously, oral schools succeeded in their assimilation goal
to some extent.

Still, Fay believed that "when opportunity occurs the strong attraction of mutual "
sympathy draws the deaf together; community of feeling breaks down the barriers that
parents and teachers have taken so much pains to erect, sympathy grows into love, and
love results in marriage.""® Even orally trained deaf people, it seemed, could find
contentment in the Deaf community, if they but chose to enter it. Parents and
educators, in Fay’s view, feared the development of the Deaf community and through
oralism sought to prevent it. But deaf people experienced a "community of feeling”

that could unite them in spite of this outside interference. Fay found it easy to believe

*Fay 15.
- Fay 27. -
- A”Fay 29..
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that -deaf people would prefer the friendship and partnership- of other deaf pedee.
Three simple reasons were offered:

1. Where both husband and wife are deaf they are united by the strong

bond of mutual fellowship and sympathy growing out of their similar

condition.... ]

2. They are able to communicate with each other with perfect ease and

freedom.

3. The most intimate social relations and sympathies of both, outside the

domestic circle, are with the same class of persons.'

A common bond, easy communication, and mutual friends inspired deaf people to
marry one another. They had more in common with one another than they did with
hearing people. It was no wonder to Fay that they overwhelmingly chose, as a direct |
result, to marry one another.

The oral rise could not stop the trend. Deaf people continued to seek out and
marry deaf partners. The culture was accordingly strengthened by the unity of the
members. By marrying one another, Deaf people choose to remain in community and
live in a separate culture. Hearing people were not let in easily. They were not chosen
as partners in marriage so they were left out of the most intimate circles of Deaf
culture. Often they did not even associate with Deaf people socially. Community ties
were rarely established. By marrying among thémselves, Deaf people drew togethér

more tightly, creating a cultural entity that hearing people could not readily penetrate.

The culture became ever more separated from hearing culture. Deaf people, rejecting |

BRay 121.
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the oralist option, closed the community to hearing peqple and withdrew largely into -
‘the accepting circle of Deaf culture.

The cultural landscape of the nineteenth century was therefore a rather confusing
one from the point of view of Deaf people. Originally, there existed hearing culture
and Deaf culture. The oralist movement fractured the Deaf community, creating deaf
people educated to live in the hearing world. Deaf people were divided, living either
as Deaf people in Deaf culture, or és deaf people acculturated into hearing society.
The groups were set against one another, each viewing the other negatively. Deaf
people thought the oralists were fooling ﬁlemselvcs; they did not believe that hearing 7
society ever truly accepted speaking deaf people as equals. Oralists felt that Deaf
people were inferior since they used an inferior language, Sign. The ‘two camps were
divided by an educational split and were never able to reunite.

‘Such a split continues until the present day. Signing and oral deaf adults still
do not agree on how to define deafness or respond to it. Sorhe strict oralists will
define their signing peers as "rude,” “amimalistic," or "unrefined." They view
themselves as superior. The hearing teachers inculcate this attitude in the students,
praisiﬁg those who utilize their residual hearing to the best effect. To hearing people,
it is a badge of distincti(_)n'; it is better to be hard of hearing than to be deaf. Even
y-oung deaf children in signing programs quickly learn thﬁt hearing is more appreciated.

I was once acéuainted with a Deaf, nine-year-old girl. I happened to see hef one day




and began signing with her. A mutual acqua-intance' came up in the conversation and
T asked her to say hello for me. She frowned. "I don’t know that I will," she signed.
"He doesn’t like deaf people anymore.” This young boy had learned that people in
authority, relatives and teachers, responded bettér to him if he acted more hearing,
listening with the help of his hearing aids and trying to speak clearly. Associating with
Deaf people would hurt his image.

This Deaf girl was not pleased that her friend had rejected her according to the
hearing standards of hearing loss. He was going where she could not follow and where
she would not be entirely welcome; his rejection proved the point. The incident J
demonstrates the tension in the community currently. It highlights the problems that
signers have with oral deaf people. Such people make them feel inferior and reject
them in the same way that hearing people do. They are not real Deaf people. Even
this young girl realized the distinctidn when she said, "He doesn’t like deaf people.”
The boy, in her opinion, was no longer really Deaf. He had tumed against Deaf
people. A different cultural choice had been made.

To signing Deaf people, oralism thereby represents a negative choice. It means
rejecting a comfortable form of communication and trying to _pass as hearing. An issue
of cultural awareness, as opposed to merely squabbles about communicatibn method,

has arisen. Orally deaf people seem culturally incorrect to Deaf people; they do not

behave in an acceptable Deaf fashion.
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The educational clashes of the nineteenth century have thereby left an indelible

mark on the Deaf culture of the twentieth century. The deaf community changed from
a united cultural entity into two separate groups, residing in two different cultural
worlds. In a mjnority' group, such a split was particularly devastating. If created
unnecessary tensions between people who needed support to survive in a world often
inconsiderate of their needs. Deaf people needed unity, not separation. Oralism
changed the face of nineteenth-century deaf education. In time, it also changed the
landscape of Deaf culture in the twentieth-century. The culture became much more of
a conscious decision, lines between Deaf and non-deaf being drawn more clearly.
Oralism devastated the Deaf community, but it also provided the culture with an
"other” to define itself against. The option of hearing membership gave Deaf people
a new understanding of what it meant to call oneself Deaf and what membership in

Deaf culture required. These cultural considerations are still issues today, more than

one hundred years later.




1: CULTURAL THEORY

Once again, the assemblage came to order. The testimony before the
Massachusetts State Board of Charities was coming to a close. Both sides, oral and
manual, faced one another for the last time on February 12, 1867. They were no closer
to burying their differences than when the Board had commenced its hearing on
January 24. Both sides still hoped to persuade the Board to their point of view.
Reverend Collins Stone and William Turner, representing the manualist side of the
American School for the Deaf, waited tensely while Dr. Samuel Gridiey pre ficlded
questions from the Board. They feared his strong personality would influence the

Board to his favor.
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"Now, Dr. Howe," Mr. Branning, a Board ﬁwtnb;r, began, "are we to understand
that you would discountenance association between deaf-mutes?"

Stone frowned. The American School encouraged interaction between the deaf
children. In this way, they could learn informally from one another.

Howe, however, only nodded. "Entirely,” he replied. He paused, collected his
thoughts, and then added, "But mind you, I would not discountenance association
between them and other persons. I would endeavor to prevent the effects of their
infirmity by bringing them into relations, as close as possible, with ordinary persons,
so that their infirmity should be, so to speak, wiped out of sight.” He smiled as he J
finished. How could the Board fail to see the wisdom of his arguments? Surely the
negative effects of deafness could only be alleviated by preventing deaf children from
congregating together. Hearing people could save them from themselves!

Stone’s face clouded and Turner shifted uncomfortably. Howe’s voice rang with
conviction. The Board seemed impressed. Together, they had tried for two weeks to
sway the Board against oralism. Deaf children needed close contact; they needed to
know that there were other people like them in the world. They needed to know they
were not alone. Their infirmity, Turner had previously argued, would be lessened by
such'contact, They wéuld leﬁm to behave socially and form lasting friendships. Such
social situations would a]low- them to reach outside themselves, in effect, lessenin g tﬁeir

deafeniﬁg isolation. But their arguments did not seem to have an effect. The Board




seemed close to making a final decision and Stone-fgarcd the results.r He left the
hearings with a heavy heart.

Months later, the Board announcéd its verdict. As Stone feared, in May 1867,
the Board proclaimed that Massachusetts should found its own school for the deaf,
employing the method of oralism as Howe had recommended. Sign language would
be forbidden. Deaf teachers would not be welcome in the classroom. Drawing
heavily on Howe’s testimony, the Board explained its decision. "The morbid
tendencies, however, are not strong--certainly not irresistible--at least with the blind.
They are educable, like all tendencies and dispositions, and by skillful management J
may be turned to advantage. Certainly, however, they ought to be lessened, not
strengthened, by education. Now they are lessened, and their morbid effects corrected
in each individual by intimate intercourse with persons of sound and normal condition--
that i;, by general society; while they are strengthened by associating closely and
persistently with others having the like infirmity."

Howe had argued for lessening the effects of infirmity. The Board set its
mission as one of eliminating "morbid tendencies." Obviously, the Board had been
persuaded by Howe’s argument. Evidently, they too perceived a different quality about
deaf people. They called it "morﬁid," meaning either the nature of a diseas.e or of a
_ ment_al cond_jtion that was somehow unwholesome or sickly. - At any rate, these

tendencies were perceived as different and unnatural. They_ were not at all common”
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to the spirit of hearing people. Hence, deaf people should assbciate only with hearing
pebple to rid themselves of this awful character.

What the oralists of 1867 noticed was the fact that deaf people were no longer
just people who could not hear correctly. Another dimension had been added. They
called it "morbid tendencies." Twentieth-century investigators have recognized it as
Deaf culture. Deaf people, living together in schools, had discovered bonds of unity
that led them to develop another way of being, a Deaf way of living. Their way
involved embracing their deafness, instead of mourning the absence of hearing, and
adjusting to it, most visibly by using Sign instead of speech to communicate. A new "
culture had developed in the schools created by hearing people. But those same
hearing people did not know how to react to this new expression of Deafness.

The notion of Deaf culture is therefore not new; howev_er, it is fraught with
intangibles that make defining it a difficult task. Questions arise immediately: what is
meant‘ by "Deaf"? How does a biological condition help create a culture? And what
is "culture"? To begin, the word "deaf" is a multireferent term.?’ Its usagc;, can
accommodate a range of hearing loss, from moderate to total. Further confusing this
terminology, many people vs;ho identify themselves as culturaliy Deaf, may, in fact,

suffer only slight to moderate deafness. Some Deaf people are regularly surprised by

- ®This problem was recognized in the nineteenth century as well. In Fay’s report —
on marriages of the deaf population he reported, "The term ‘deaf,” in its widest
application, includes ali degrees of imperfection of hearing” (Fay 7).
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the fact that their Deaf friends can hear well enough to use a phohe with an amplifier.
What emerges from this seeming contradiction is a cle& fact: degree of deafness is not
a qualifying condition for inclusion in Deaf culture. Decibel loss is insignificant; what
matters is a person’s attitude toward that loss. Ease and acceptance connote correct
cultural behavior and allow one to call oneself Deaf.*!

Next, a biological condition does not in itself generate a new culture. Many deaf
people do not consider themselves members of Deaf culture.” Indeed, they consider
themselves members of hearing culture, rejecting Deaf culture entirely. Physical
limitations, then, do not create a culture. There must also be an awareness of shared
values, beliefs, and practices. Thus, personal attitude is the key ingredient. Culturally
Deaf people refuse to see themselves as defective hearing people. They do not treat

their deafness solely as a medical condition to be solved by bigger and better hearing

2! abelling oneself Deaf is also, to a certain extent, a political statement. Such a
- position identifies one as a member of a linguistic, cultural minority and rejects the
view of deafness as a strictly medical condition.

22There are about 500 000 Deaf people in the United States. Several miilion people
suffer some degree of hearing ‘loss; these do not.consider themselves Deaf. It is
therefore quite posmble to be deaf w1thout being Deaf. '
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aids or cochlear 1mplants =

Rather, their deafness becomes an integral part of who
they are, a positive, rather than a negative, characteristic.
The most obvious indication of this personal alignment is the use of American

Sign Language (ASL). ASL is a full-fledged language; with its own unique grammar

and idioms.” Because it is entirely visuo-gestural and created by Deaf people, it is

®Many Deaf people do not know their decibel loss, nor do they care to know.
Cochlear implants have received much attention in the Deaf community. In fact, the
National Association of the Deaf has gone so far as to issue a public statement on
them. It reads, in part, "The NAD takes the position, further, that clinics performing
implant surgery need to cease projecting to the public an image of deaf people as
unhappy, fearful, maladjusted, and in desperate need of the faculty of hearing. Such
negative stories create misconceptions and inappropriate attitudes toward deaf people
which tend to linger and to overlook the fact that many deaf persons lead happy,
successful lives” (Quoted in Schein 232). Many Deaf people do not wish to be
hearing; some are curious about what it would be like. The NAD takes a very cautious
position in response. Furthermore, doctors agree that cochlear implants are not for
everyone. Most say that the best candidates are people who were deafened later in life
and therefore have a clear memory of sound. These people have typically not adjusted
well to their deafness. They have high motivation to releamn the skill of hearing. They
will work the hardest at learning how to interpret the electrical impulses that the
implant provides. Finally culturally Deaf people, in the majority of cases, are
convinced that hearing would in fact destroy an important part of who they are. They
are not interested in hearing. 1. King Jordan, the Deaf president of Gallaudet Univer-
sity, stated as much in a recent interview with 60 Minutes [April 1990], to the obv1ous
disbelief of the hearing reporter. _

*For more on the nature of Sign and its linguistic properties, please see William
C. Stokoe, Carl Croneberg, and Dorothy Casterline, Dictionary of American Sign -
Language (Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet College Press, 1965). Also consult Edward
S. Klima and Ursula Bellugl The Szgns of Language (Cambndge Ha.rva:rd Umversrry

_ Press 1979)
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well suited to accommodate their needs.”® Other sign systems were invented by

% Their use forces Deaf

hearing educators and therefore follow English word order.
people to mold their communications into a hearing language, namely English. It-may
be gestural English, but it is still English. Using ASL, instead of English, méans that
a Deaf person rejects societal attempts to i;llpose hearing language and, by implication,
hearing culture, upon them. Since language is a major transmitter of culture, imposing
English upon Deaf people is a way to make them more hearing. After all, most
hearing Americans use English. Deaf users of English would be welcomed into the
hearing mainstream, out of Deaf culture. To choose ASL therefore represents a choice
to be Deaf.

Finally, "culture” itself is a difficult term to define. To discuss Deaf culture, a

working definition of culture is helpful to establish. Clifford Geertz suggests that

“ASL was created by Deaf people in the nineteenth century. It began as a
combination of languages. Laurent Clerc brought French Sign Language to this
country. Deaf children from Martha’s Vineyard, where there was once a sizable Deaf
population, added the Vineyard Sign Language to it. Deaf children from other parts
of the country added their own home signs. The result, after a period of years was
American Sign Language. ASL has since moved away from its French roots; the two
languages no longer resemble one another.

%Such sign systems include SEE-1 (Seeing Exact English), SEE-2 (Seeing Essential
English), and LOVE (Linguistics of Visual English). Many of these systems are
ludicrous in the extreme. They combine the sign CAR and PET to form the English
word "carpet”, instead of using an available ASL sign (Higgins 99). The only reliable
hybrid is PSE or Pidgin Sign English, which is a combination of English and AS1. IT
uses ASL signs and English word order. Enghsh natives sign it more "English-y" and
Deaf users sign it more "ASL-like." -
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culture is not-simply a set of social behaviors, like traditions and habits; rather, it is the

underlying rules that govern these behaviors.”

The customs of a community arise
from its culture and are reflections of it.?® Each community, small and large, in turn,
has varying c;ustoms and traditions because they arise from different cultures. People
belonging to a variety of cultural groups may live within the same community area.
The cultural life of the community is informed and enriched by the variety of cultural
groups living within it. A national community, for instance, develops its traditions
from the cultural experiences of the members. The culture that dominates wields the
most influence in terms of standardizing the traditions the community follows. For "
example, the United States has a sizable Jewish population, but the majority of the
American people are Christians of one denomination or another. Therefore, Christmas,
rather than Hanukkah, is the more celebrated holiday in the country. Industries like

television and greeting cards cater to it. People around the country have public,

ritualized ways of celebrating it, including buying Christmas trees, stringing lights, and

YClifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973)
44, '

BFor a definition of community, I have turned to Carol Padden, who draws her
understanding from George Hillery. He defines "community” in the following way: 1)
A community is a group of people who share common goals and cooperate in
achieving these goals. Each community has its own goals... 2} A community occupies
a particular geographic location. The geography of a community determines the ways
in which the community functions. 3) A community has some degree of freedom to
organize the social life and responsibilities of its members. [Carol Padden, "The Deaf
Community and the Culture of Deaf People," Sign Language and the Deaf Commumty
(National Assocmtlon of the Deaf, 1980) 91 ] ' '




singing canls.- | The ruleS that govern this traditiopal behavior in the American -
community spring out of the cultural experience of the majority of the members.

Diverse peoples thereby develop various cultures because culture is a creation
that rises out of historica]ly lived experience. Europeans, for instance, have a sense of
timelessness and respect for the past that informs their culture. It is precisely because
their countries have such long histories. Furthermore, boundaries tend not to be as
important as nationalistic feelings. The feelings often existed in the region long before
the borders were drawn up on the map. European nationalism tends to have more to
do with feelings of belonging than it does with geographical space. The history of J
European wars will bear this fact out.

Americans, on the contrary, have a different historical experience. American
culture is obsessed with the idea of frontiers, offering the chance to move out and get
rich. This feeling arises directly out of historical experience; Americans felt they had
a right to the land, the whole of it, no matter who had previously claimed it.

- Americans therefore developed a strong sense of territoriality and private property as
a result. Differently lived historical experiences went into the formation of the
cultures. Such experiences hinge on essential factors such as climate, geography,
biology, and social structures. Since the possible combinations of these elements are
nearly mite, peoples all over the globe evolve tjncir own pérticular cultures. People

react to their surroundings in different ways; these surroundings affect their culture and

E
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their history. Europeans live crowded together on a relatively small continent. A sense
of land as a factor in nationalism did not have an opportunity to take root. The limited
land supply did not support such a feeling. Americans, by contrast, had a huge
expanse of land seemingly at their disposable. Their nationalism could arrive in
conjunction with a definite feeling of landedness. Different combinations of factors
caused the cultures to develop along radically different lines. No one solution to how
to live represents the only one, or even the best one, possible. A culture, then, can
aptly be described as a historically generated set of symbols that allows us to
meaningfully order our lives. These cultural meanings take on very specific forms; as
Clifford Geertz explains, "not just ‘marriage’ but a particular set of notions about what

n29

men and women are like. Cultures thus reveal the multiplicity of ways human
beings find to order their lives.

Language therefore plays a prominent role in forging an understanding of a given
culture, itself being a direct product of that culture. Quite inadvertently, then, the way
a language is shaped and organized reveals much about the way its users order their
own lives. Word choices also reveal what is important to the culture and what is not.
The state of the environment is important to certain Eskimo tribes, for mstance; hence,

they have some twenty different words for specific kinds of snow. Americans do not

have a need for that kind of specificity; American English contains simply the one

2_9Geer_tz 52.
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word, "snow." To describe it more speciﬁcally, English adds on adjectives. Users can
choose to be as loose or precise as they desire. American Sign Language works in a
slightly different way. There is, for instance, only one basic sign WIND, but it can be
modified in its execution to describe breeze, storm, and hurricane, Direction, force, and
speed can all be expressed in one sign by the style of execution. The language is more
concise and precise than English, in some ways, because itis spatial. The hands can
connote a variety of information all at the same time and the eye can record it all.
English adds words becanse it, unlike ASL, cannot act in three dimensions.

The differences between an oral and a spatial language reveal themselves in
other ways In the lives of the users. In telling a story in English, a speaker can let
information build as the story proceeds. A story might begin, "Jonathan and Xathleen
had fallen asleep on the couch when, suddenly, Jonathan’s parents, who had driven up
to take‘ him to his grandparents’ house, burst into the house and saw them together."
The information about the parents, what they were doing whﬂc the couple slept
unknowingly, was added into the story. It was not known at the outset, nor did a
listener expect it to be. English does not work that way; it works in a linear fashion.
In ASL, the 'story would be ordered quite differently. ASL users construct the set
because the language is spatial. Different ppints- in space will designate the location
of the different actofs. Jon and Kate would have been in one spot, perﬁaps to the

éigner’s right, and the parents would have been on the left. - The action would proceed




‘ back and forth between the two groups until the left had met the right at the instant

when the 'parents walked into the room. It is more important in ASL to know where
people are and who they are. What they are doing that is so interesting is introduced
after the former has been established. This rule of the language derives from the
deafness of the users. They rely on sight, so they order the world visually, paying
careful attention to all details. The culture reacts to this visualness by directly
incorporating it into the language, ASL.

Words are not the only symbol that a culture relies upon; others include
"gestures, drawings, musical sounds,...or natural objects like jewels--anything, in fact,
that is disengaged from its mere actuality and used to impose meaning upon

experience."

It must be stressed that these symbols do not have extraordinary
meaning in and of themselves; culture is not a magical power that lends ordinary
objects‘ extréordinm*y significance. Rather, culture is the "context" in which these
mcénings can be gradually discerned. After all, the same symbois may be employed
in different cultures to invoke different meanings and responses. ‘A diamond ring, for
instance, is just a ring. Within American culture, when worn on a certain finger, on
the left hand, it symbolizes engagement. The ring might not have the same symbolic

meaning in a different culture. Cultural context enables us to understand the meaning

of the symbols employed. The symbols can only be the means through which one

. OGeertz 45.
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approacheé a culture; they are not the ends in themselves. Confusing the two results
in a skewed understanding of the culture under study.

The culture under investigation here is Deaf culture. Given this definition of
culture, can it be demonstrated that Deaf culture exists? The answer is a resounding
"yes." Deaf people, due to the influence of their biclogy, organize their lives in a way
that is markedly different from -hearing culture. They are hypervisual, paying great
attention to visual detail.>! Their language, ASL, accordingly makes greater, and more
specific, use of spatial relations. In fact, since they use their eyes to take in much of
the information that hearing people receive through their ears, at least one Deaf author
has suggested that perhaps a better label for the culture would be "Seeing."*
Undoubtedly, then, deafness results in a situation that can provoke the generation of
a new culture, one ordered along visual lines.

Furthermore, Deaf culture has a long and extensive history in the United States.
Indications of the early lives of deaf and deafened individuals oécasiona]ly appear in

the historical records of the colonial period. A Deaf culture cannot be asserted to have

existed at this time, since deaf people lived, for the most part, in isolation from one

*I0liver Sacks coined the term "hyperviéual" to describe the cognitive processes of

Deaf people in Seeing Voices (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1989) 74.

3Ben Bahan; "Notes from 2 Seeing Person," American Deaf Culture, ed. Sherman

- Wilcox (Silver Spring: Linstok Press, 1989) 32.
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another.”® For the same reason, a.uniform sign language probably did not exist; there
was no community of users to build it.

This situation began té change in the early 1800°s. At this time, an interest was
taken in educating deaf children in Americz;. (Previously, wealthy Americans sent their
deaf children abroad for study.)™® The impetus for action came when Mason Fitch
Cogswell of Hartford, Connecticut, decided his deaf daughter, Alice, needed a qualified
teacher. Finding none in America, he became determined to start a school of his own.
Sending his neighbor Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet abroad in 1815 to study European
methods, he secured the necessary funding for the school from both private and public |
sources. Gallaudet returned in 1816, bringing Laurent Clerc, a Deaf Frenchman, who
volunteered to work with Gallaudet at the fledgling school. In 1817, the American
School for the Deaf officially opened its doors.

At this point, it becémes legitimate to speak of a history of Deaf Americans and,

more importantly, of Deaf culture. Clerc brought French Sign Language to the school-

*The exception was the thriving Deaf community on Martha’s Vineyard, reported
beautifully in Nora Groce’s Everyone Here Spoke Sign Language.

*Francis Green, for example, sent his deaf son to the Braidwood Academy, in
Scotland, to be educated in 1780. The school taught using the oral method. Green was
satisfied with the method and crusaded to get such a school founded in America. To
this end he published a pamphlet about his son’s positive experience in 1783 entitled
Vox Qculis Subjecta, the Latin motto of the Braidwood Academy, "the voice governed
by the eye." Later in life, however, Green turned against oralism, possibly due to the
regression of his son’s speech. He tumed his attention to the cause of manualism.
(Lane 110.) T ' A '
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children; they added their home signs to it, and the Vineyard Signs, and created the -

hybrid American Sign Language. The school also provided a place where deaf children
and adults could meet as a community ahd exchange ideas. They could communicate
freely and establish their own common language. ANow, deaf children could réceive an
education and some job training. With education, a sense of independence formed,
enabling them to work to support families of their own. A viable Deaf culture began
to emerge by 1840.

Deaf culture thus has a long history in this country. Unfortunately, it is a history
that has largely been overlooked. Most histories of the subject stress the educational
battles of the nineteenth century and/or are highly anecdotal, rather than analytical, in
nature.”® Stories from Deaf culture are just beginning to creep into mainstream (i.e.,
hearing) circles. These studies of culture, however, focus primarily on the late
twentieth-century experience.”® One could easily get the impression that Deaf culture
is a new phenomenon, only recently having come into existence. In fact, it is an old
phenomenon with a lengthy history. It is not being created now; it is just being
~ recognized. By neglecting the historical aspect of this culture, readers are deprived of

a full appreciation of Deaf culture. Understanding the history of a given group adds

%The exception to this rule being Harlan Lane’s When the Mind Hears which tells
the story of the educational battle from the Deaf pomt of view, adding an extra cultural
dimension to the discussion. - :

%Such works mclude Deaf In Amerzca American Deaf Culture, and Sign and _
Culture.” -
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to our understanding of their present beliefs 7and actions. Furthermore, a present—
minded focus ignores the basic origihs of the culture. ATwenticth—century Deaf cultural
standards should be interpreted in light of their nineteenth-century beginnings. In this
way, we can understand how and why the culture has changed and grown. Only by_
investigating these historical roots can a richer, fuller uﬁderstanding of Deaf culture
arise.

Knowledge of the past can shed new light on the cultural present. The study of
Deaf culture is particularly interesting, therefore, since the firmly anchored present can
lead us back into a past that will then further illumine the present and hopefully the
future. Of course, approaching Deaf culture requires abandoning old perceptions in
favor of radically different ones. First, the language of Deaf people is visno-gestural,
American Sign Language. The use of such a form of language implies that an entirely
dif_ferept set of standards to govemn thé use of the body. Basically, Deaf people will
tend to be more readily physically expressive since their language depends upon it.
Hearing people can be less expressive since their oral language does not require
physical enhancing to convey meaning; their gestures simply enhance or emphasize
their words. Signs, however, require additional body lmguaée and facial expression
to clearly express the full meaning of the user. fhe use of such a form of language
implies an entirely different set of standards to govem the use of the body. ASL brings

a umique system of cultural pattems simply by its géstﬁral‘nature.ﬁ Its users can be .
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expected, therefore, to hold djffereht cultural values from people who communicate
with an oral/aural language.

Second, Deaf culture is predicated on ordering the world primarily through visual
channels. The language is the most obvious sign of this orientation but there are
others. For instance, people tend not to be known by name in Deaf circles, but rather
by a physical attribute or style of dress. Name signs reflect this tendency aptly.”’ In
a crowded room, a Deaf person gets the attention of friends not by shouting, but by
waving emphatically in their direction or staring and waiting for eye contact to be
made. Even technical aids, such as TTY’s and light flashing alarms, reflect this
dependence on vision.*® In fact, some informal polls reveal that many Deaf people

would rather lose their hands than their eyes.”” Since degree of hearing loss is not

*Name signs reflect a quality of the individual. They are usually invented by
another member of the community. Father Joe Bruce is usually referred to as DEAF
PRIEST, rather than by his name in Deaf circles. My name sign, given to me by my
Deaf "little sister” was a R thrown straight up by my head. It reflected both my name,
Rebecca, and my hairstyle, spiked.

*®TTY is an abbreviation for teletypewriter. A TTY is a keyboard device which
is attached to a telephone. Rather than speak, one types messages in order to hold long
distance conversations. The device was invented in 1964 by a Deaf man, Robert
Weitbrecht. The new name in use for the machine is TTD, telecommunication device
for the deaf. In Deaf circles, the old name is still often used, primarily because that
is what the Deaf inventor called his creation.

YAn Introduction to American Deaf Culture: Values, videotape. The answer
surprises many hearing people who would assume that losing hands would mean losing
communication ability. As one Deaf man stated, "If I lost my hands, I would simply
sign with my shoulders." He placed greater emphasis on sight. -
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necessarily a factor toward admittance into Deaf culture, tltis visual ordering must be
a key ingredient of Deafness. It follows, then, that Deaf people live in a culture
drastically different from the culture common to seeing and hearing people.

Third, the Deaf community does not inhabit its own separate state. Rather, it is
scattered throughout the United States.® Deaf culture is therefore a distinctive,
though minority, culture within the larger American culture. The two are distinct and
separate entities, but they share the same physical space. Deaf culture in the United

States is therefore recognizably American, just as Deaf culture in France is uniquely

“It should be noted that Deaf culture is not one that relies upon the proximity of
its members. The culture can be said to exist though its members live in relative
isolation from one another. Deaf people live throughout the country but the feeling of
Deafness transcends this separation. Deaf people do enjoy each other’s company,
however, and will often travel great lengths to visit other Deaf people. Crossroads, a
bar in Boston, Massachusetts, now has a "Deaf night" every Thursday and Deaf people
will come to it from as far away as upper Vermont. Yet, despite this communal
feeling, Deaf people do not choose to live together in one location. The reasons are
complex. Small Deaf communities do form in large cities, but this phenomenon is
unknown in rural areas. Some Deaf people do not move due to economics; they are
afraid they will be unable to find a willing employer if they move. For many, they
stay where they attended school, or they retum to their home states. Also, Deaf
children are usually born to hearing parents. They spent their lives with hearing people
and often do not meet Deaf adults until they are sent to residential schools, if then.
The adult Deaf community is, to a large extent, set apart from the Deaf children. A

~community consensus to live together in one area is impossible to obtain, and is
generally opposed by hearing teachers and parents. The culture compensates by not

placing much emphasis on geographical considerations for membership. Essentlally,
the culture exists in spite of the scattered nature of its members.




French. It interprets the American experience from a Deaf point of view."!

In spite
of the fact that the Deaf cominunity is scattered throughout the country, Deaf culture
retains a uniform character; it is possible to speak of an American Deaf culture.

Fourth, the culture, unlike ‘many others, is not one that people are necessarily
bomn into. Most deaf children have heaﬁng parents. They do not usually encounter
actual Deaf culture unless or until they enter a residential school for the deaf. Then,
Deaf children of Deaf parents introduce them to the culture, often by teaching them
ASL. Slowly, they become acculturated. Sociologists hypothesize that Deaf culture ~
is one of the few in the world where children are the predominant carriers of the
culture.* |

Deaf culture is unique in that it is a culture that deaf people may choose to join.

They become exposed to it and then make a conscious decision about whether to join.

This decision is particularly true in the case of orally trained deaf adults. Unfamiliar

“IA tendency to interpret the American scene in this way can be best demonstrated
through a story from the nineteenth century. A school teacher was asking a Deaf child
about the life of George Washington. The child eagerly began to launch into the story
of the cherry tree. He explained that George took the hatchet in his left hand, and hid
it behind his back. When questioned by his father, he produced the hatchet in his left
hand and said, "I cannot tell a lie; I chopped down the tree.”" The teacher praised the
student for telling the story so well, but asked why he had placed such emphasis on
Washington’s left hand. "He must have held it in that hand, " the child replied. "He
needed his right hand to sign to his father!" - Anonymous, "The S]lent Schools of

Kendall Green," Harper s New Monthly Magazme 69 (1885) 185. '

“’Donald F. Moores, "Communication--Some Unanswered Questlons and Some
Unquestioned Answers," Psycholinguistics and Total Communication, ed. T. O’Rourke
"(Washington, D.C.: American ‘Annals _of the Deaf,-1972) 2.
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with Sign, they have considered themselves a part of hqan'ng society for a]l their lives.
Suddenly, they have been introduced to a different culture that treats their hearing loss
in a markedly different way. An option, one that many orally trained adults have never
seen, appears. As children, their parents’ educational decision had influenced their
lives. As adults, they can choose which culture they wish to enter themselves. To
Deaf people, the common success story is about a deaf person who discovers Deaf
culture, and decides to become Deaf. It is a success story to Deaf people because they
believe that deaf people were meant to be Deaf. To live any other way is to be lost
in the hearing world.*’

Since children transmit the adult Deaf culture to their fellow classmates, Deaf
culture is one that recreates and re-energizes itself with each new generation.*

Stories are retold and games are replayed; another group of school children learns what

“*Carol Padden, "The Deaf Community and the Culture of Deaf People,” Sign
Language and the Deaf Community, ed. Charlotte Baker and Robbin Battison (National
Association of the Deaf, 1980) 97-8.

*Children transmit this culture by passing on ASL. Sometimes it is a children’s
version, not as sophisticated as the adult version. This experience is similar to the
ways that hearing children use English saying, "I eated the cookie,” instead of using
the correct "ate," The Deaf child’s ASL remains ungrammatical. Yet ungrammatical
ASL resembles ASL more closely than it resembles English. Hence the need to have
more Deaf teachers in the schools, to guide the children as they learn ASL, and correct

* their mistakes.




it means to Be Deaf.* The first, and arguably most important, aspect of Deafness that
the children learn from one another is ASL. ASL usage is the most important
characteristic of any Deaf person because it automatically identifies the ﬁsers as a
member of Deaf culture. Deaf children of Deaf parents are native signers; ASL is their
first language. They are responsible for informally teaching it to deaf children of
hearing parents, thereby introducing these children to the culture to which they will
potentially belong as adults.

Currently, these Deaf adults hold some very definite beliefs about themselves
and their culture. They regard ASL with extreme reverence and are violently opposed
to any professional attempts to change or tamper with it. ASL is a central value to the
culture. JIts members therefore assert that "to reject ASL is to reject the deaf
person."*® A Deaf person’s identity is tied up in her/his language. Attempts to mold
ASL ipto a word order that resembles English tend to be viewed as attacks on the
legitimacy of Deaf culture. Using sign systems , like SEE-1 or SEE-2, instead of ASL,

demonstrate a basic disrespect for Deaf people and their culture.” After all, if one

**See in particular the cflapters "Learning to be Deaf" and "The Meaning of Sound”
in Carol Padden and Tom Humphries’ Deaf in America: Voices from a Culture for a
twentieth-century position on learning about deafness. - '

*Barbara Kannapell, "Personal Awareness and Advocacy in the Deaf Community,"
Sign Language and the Deaf Community (1980) 112; Paul C. Higgins, Qutsiders in a-
Hearing World: A Sociology of Deafness (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1980) 100.

“ISee note 26.




I - : 22
truly respected the cultural group, one would agree to' communicate in a manﬁer
acceptable to the group.

The use of ASL with hearing individuals is therefore a problematic issue for
most Deaf adults. Since ASL was disdained by the hearing community, paﬁicularly
by educators, for so many decades, Deaf adults may be suspicious of the intentions of
hearing outsiders and may be unwilling to share their language with the "hearies.” One
Deaf woman explains:

It is important to understand that ASL is the only thing we have that

belongs to deaf people completely. It is the only thing that has grown out

of the deaf group. Maybe we are afraid to share our language with

hearing people. Maybe our group identity will disappear once hearing

people know ASL.*®
To guard against this possibility, hearing people are held at arm’s length until they
prove themselves to the Deaf community. A situation called ‘diglossia’ arises.
Diglossia is a kind of code switching. Deaf adults, signing among themselves in ASL,
will consciously switch their signing to an English word order when a hearing person

joins them. Diglossia represents a way for Deaf people to protect their language from

any negative outside influence.*

“Barbara Kannapell, "Personal Awareness," Sign Language and the Deaf
Community (1980) 112. '

“Fames Woodward, "Sociolinguistic Research on American Sign Language: An
Historical Perspective,” Sign Language and the Deaf Community (1980) 122.
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- Diglossia serves é larger function as well. It aﬂpWs Deaf adults to define their
own culture, as opposed to allowing hearing people to impose their definitions of
deafness upon them. By switching to English in the presence of hearing people, the
Deaf community visibly asserts that ASL is at the center of their cultﬁre. The center
cannot be open to everyone or it risks losing its importance; essentially, hearing people
cannot stand at the center of Deaf culture. Furthermore, signing "English-y" reveals
that Deaf people understand that English is the language of hearing people. It is
entirely appropriate to sign in that manner with hearing individuals. It is not, however,
appropriate to sign like that with other Deaf people; hence the switch back to ASL |
when hearing people leave a room. Diglossia allows Deaf people to signal what
cultural standards are operative in different social situations. They, not the hearing
people, do the switching. Deaf people decide how much of the culture others will be
permitted to share. Such self-definition helps maintain necessary cultural identity and
boundaries.*
Signs gather importance in other ways in the deaf community. Generally
speaking, stories of the supposed origins of individual signs abound. It is not
particularly important that these storieé be factually correct; rather, it is important that

the signers believe that their language has ordered, rational components that can be

®James Woodward, "Somolmgmstlc Research," Szgn Language and the Deaf

_ Commumty (1980) 122
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| explained to outsiders.” A good example of this belief is the naming ritual. In Sign,
names do not have automatic translations. Initiaily, thgy must simply be fingerspelled
in English. Eventually, a name sign will be adopted for an ihdividual, usually based
on her/his personal traits. For instance, a person may be overweight when iﬁtroduced
in Deaf centers. A name sign may develop around the physical characteristics of this
person. Even if the excess weight is lost, the name sign will stick. It has gained the
weight of history. The name sign remains because its creation had a specific reason,
even if that reason is no longer apparent. Such is the case, Signers contend, for the
whole of their language.

The use of a visuo-gestural language has other implications as well. Just as
signs are believed by their users to have certain origins, so, too, Deaf people hold that

2 As the hands are used for

all hand gestures must connote some visual meaning.
langugge by Deaf people, they become endowed with a certain blessed quality. They
are not to be mistreated or used frivolously or ineffectually. "Talking with the hands,"
as hearing people understand it, is discouraged in the Deaf community.

Likewise, Deaf people have different cultural rules regarding the use of the

mouth that stem from their experience of language. Historically, Deaf people have

*ICarol Padden, "The Deaf Community,” Sign Language and the Deaf Community
(1980) 96. -~ , - ,

" 52Carol Padden, "The Deaf Community,” Sign Language and the Deaf Community
(1980) 96. , _ "




disdained any mouth movement 'wl-lile signing. The mid—nineteenth—century Sigm’hg'
masters, like Laurent Clerc and E.M. Gallaudet, always insisted on signing with their
mouths completely closed. This style was considered more aesthetically pleasing. In
the late nineteenth century, as growing attempts were made to teach deaf children how
to speak, more mouth movement became permissible, eventually supplanting the use
of Sign entirely. This trend has been reversed in the twentieth century. Deaf people
generally consider speaking an inappropriate cultural behavior.”® Speaking is, after
all, a hearing behavior; hearing educators have forced deaf children to learn it.
Therefore, only a minimum amount of mouth movement is currently permissible.
Exaggerated mouth movement is forbidden as it is interpreted as mocking Deaf people
and their values.”

If the use of .Sign renders mouth movement obsolete, it encourages a freer use
of the ‘body. Facial expression plays an integral part in ASL’s syntax/grammar. The
spéed or slowness with which a sign is executed contributes significantly to its
meaning, indicating emotion, tone, or inflection. As these attributes are essential to
Sign’s greater meaning, Deaf people are much less self-conscious about the use of their

bodies; they realize that their "body language” adds substantially to their language.

*Carol Padden, "Deaf Commumty,“ Sign Language and the Deaf Commumty
(1980) %6.

*Carol Padden, "The Deaf Cornmumty, Slgn Language and the Deaf Commumty
(1980) 96 )
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Sincé Sign uses 6f the entire body so extensively, Deaf people also tend more
readily to express emotion. Their hands quickly reveal their emotions and facial
expressions change fluidly to add mbre meaning to their Signs. In fact, some
psychologists theorize that gestural language is inherently more expressive than vocal
language because body language tends to "reveal unconscious and repressed

feelings."

This linguistic necessity creates special problems in America. Culturally
speaking, Anglo-Americans are usually subdued in terms of physical expressiveness.
They are not given to big, expansive gestures and dramatic physical movements. When
confronted with the highly animated language and public behavior of Deaf people,
hearing viewers may react nervously. Their discomfort arises from the public action
of a different set of cultural standards.’

It would seem that the confrontation between Deaf and hearing cultures creates
negative impressions. In fact, this is not always the case. Deaf people also gain some
Vefy positive features from this part of their culture. Due to the interaction of their
language with body language, Deaf people tend to gain a heightened sensitivity to the
body language of hearing people. This addition proves quite beneficial; since most

hearing people are unfamiliar with Sign, a large communication gap develops between

them and Deaf individuals. The Deaf person, more attuned to the hearing person’s

- %*McCay Vemon, Psycholinguistics (1972) 14.
*Higgins 127.
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every gesture and movement,-will be better able to facilitate communication and ease
embarrassed tensions. Of course, this sensitivity may also backfire. A Deaf person is
usually more sensitive to any disparities between a person’s verbal and body language.
Responding to a hearing speaker’s body language instead of the verbal cues, a Deaf
individual may be quicker to perceive a person’s true feelings and react to them,
instead of the polite social pleasantries.”’

Still, despite their complicated relationship, Deaf and hearing cultures continue
to try to learn how to co-exist comfortably. Obviously, misconceptions on both sides
linger. Even these erroneous perceptions stem from the historical experience of the two
groups. To reach any understanding of both Deaf culture and the hearing response to
it, it is imperative to understand the historical experience of both groups and investigate
the complicated ties that bind the two together.”® Yet, these ties are not merely
historical in nature. They operate under the rubric of culture. A simple historical
model will not help us to truly understand why both groups Have developed such
specific ideas about the other. To ﬁncover the roots of the current situation, an exercise

in ethnographic history is necessary.

Wernon, Psycholinguistics, 16.

BAfter all, they must necessarily be bound together. The idea of a speciﬁca]ly :
Deaf culture is meaningless if there is not a group of people around who are not deaf.
Similarly, hearing ideas of what deafness means are irrelevant unless the sense of

. hearing means something to its possessors; otherwise its loss would go unnoticed. -
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Ethnographic histéry means searching the historical record with an eye toward
discovering not onlty what or why an event occurred, but, more deeply, what its
occutrence meanf to the people involved.” The question the ethnographic historian |
asks is: how did the historical actors themselves interpret their actions? It is impossible
to accomplish this task without first deciphering the cultural rules by which those actors
played.* Since cultures likewise evolve over time, comprehending present-day rules
may not necessarily help in interpreting past standards. Still, such knowledge will
provide at least a tentative blueprint to begin deeper investigations.

Simply put, ethnographic history requires combining the skills of the
gnﬂuopologist and the historian. It means interpreting historical documents within the
light of the culture of the author who wrote them. The driving belief of the discipline
is that historical actions cannot be fully understood if they are removed from the
cultural context in which they originally occurred. It implies that langnage itself, the
written words recorded for posterity, is not to be taken at face value. Rhys Isaac
elaborates:

A culture may be thought of as a total language, or system of

~ communication. More than just words, it comprises also gesture,
demeanor, dress, architecture, and all the codes by which those who share

*Rhys Isaac, "Ethnographic Method in H_lstory An Action. Approach,” H istorical
Methods 13 (1980): 44.

60Isaac "Ethnographic Method," Historical Methods 13 (1980): 44
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in it convey significance to each other. Sentences in a given language
cannot be translated unless, as we say, we "know"” the language.®'

In this case, the task is to understand the languages of two cultures, Deaf and hearing,
to see where the lines of communication between them break down, and why.

The questions are myriad. Why could the two cultures not co-exist happily?
How did Deaf people in the nineteenth century view themselves? Did they coﬂsider
themselves a unique culture? How did they view hearing people? Did the hearing
majority fear the difference of deafness or accept it? Why was Sign disdained in some
hearing circles? The answers to these questions are buried in the nineteenth century.
Uncovering them will require the cultural sensitivity of the ethnographic approach to
history. Hopefully, these answers will promote greater cultural awareness as the two

groups weave an uneasy way into the twenty-first century.

“Isagg:, "Ethnographic Mreﬂlod,""H istorical Methods 13°(1980): 44.




2: SIGN LANGUAGE: FACT OR FICTION
The best friends of the sign language will not deny that it is
immeasurably inferior to English, and it follows that the

culture dependent upon it must be proportionately inferior.
S.G. Davidson, 1899

" Many friends of Sign in the nineteenth century did not in fact believe it inferior
to English, nor did they consider Deaf people inferior for using it. Nonetheless,
Davidson’s point still contains an important truth. Deaf people, by mid-century, had
déveloped a culture centered around and displayed by their use of "the sign language,"

ASL.% Not only had Deaf people organized themselves culturally by this time,

>When writers, educators, and Deaf peéple themselves referred to "the sign
language," they were talking about American Sign Language. "The sign language" was
always the language of signs that did not follow English word order. What were called

230 .
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hearing people noticed it too. Whether ju&ged to be inferior or not, hearing educators
and observers recognized that Deaf people were noticeably different from hearing
people.

-This understanding on the part of the hearing community, especially educators,
had evolved over the course of the century. By the time Davidson wrote, the fact of
the existence of the culture was considered undeniable. Educators had spent the
century battling about methodology in large part due to this recognition. Manualists
embraced the culture; oralists, like Davidson, viewed it as inferior and peculiar.
Throughout the century, then, observations had been made about Deaf students by their
hearing instructors which slowly led to an inevitable conclusion. As early as 1847 it
was noted that a young deaf child "learns to make good use of his eyes; and forms
habits of observation, in regard to sensible objects,...more lively and accurate” than

those of a hearing child the same age.®’

The hyper-visuality that would so impress
researchers one hundred years later was readily observable in schools across the

country. In many cases, those "habits of observation" were necessary to supply

"conventional signs" or "methodical signs" were those signs added to "the natural or
universal language of signs" in order to make it look like a visual presentation of
. English. It was almost always acknowledged that this was strictly a teaching device;

Deaf people were not expected to sign in this manner in daily life. :

$Lucius H. Woodruff, "Primary Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb," The American
Annals of the Deaf 1 (1847). 47-8. The date may be mid-century, but remember the
t  first school, American School for the Deaf, was not founded until 1817 and it opcned
. with only 8 pup]ls '
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important infoﬁnatibn, such as the approach of moving carriages or trains; other times
they simply promoted a good eye for detail, which could prove a marketable job skill
in areas such as printing.*

By far the strongest reaction by hearing people to the newly discovered cultural
differences was their view of Sign or the sign language. Educators noted "a strong
tendency to grimace in the natural language of the deaf and dumb"; Deaf students

nés

were reported making "distorted features” and "uncouth expressions. Hearing

instructors were outraged by such behaviors, claiming that they "greatly offend good

néé

taste. No one seemed to understand the reasons for this "offensive" behavior.

Finally, in frustration, a hearing teacher cried out, "...why is it necessary to outrage
good taste in order to give effect to signs, more than to add strength to speech?"®’
As no true linguistic investigation had been conducted on Sign in the nineteenth
century, no one understood that in fact the countenance of the signer added a great deal

of meaning to the language. Instead, a necessary part of the language was called

offensive by hearing viewers. These hearing people believed that Sign should more

" ®Most deaf boys at this time were taught printing; noticing fme detail was indeed
a marketable skﬂl to overcome “hiring prejudice.

$Lucius H. Wopdruff, "Primary Instruction," Annals 1 (1847): 47-8.
S ucius H. Woodruff, "Grace of Expression," Annals 2 (1849): 193.
“Woodruff, "Grace," Anrals 2 (1849): 195-6. |




closely resemble spoken English in its delivérance, i.e., less visibly animated, Without
"rude gestures” and "singular grimaces."
The ﬂeeper problem here was that signers just did not act like hearing speakers.
Their behavior, necessary to their language’s syntax, was interpreted as rude by heérjng
observers using hearing standards. Deaf people, due to their linguistic difference, acted
in public in a way that hearing people could and did not. Violating usual American
standards for public gesture, they were deemed rude. Their teachers, consequently,
were warned not to learn Sign from their young students. Crucially, they were also
told not to imitate their facial expressions or mannerisms, for, if they did, "the signs
would become vulgar and awkward."® Educators believed that by refusing to indulge
in such needless behaviors they would teach their Deaf students the correct way to sign.
In fact, efforts by the students to continue to sign in their own way were to be soundly
discouraged: "Those contortions of the countenance and of the body in which so many

of our pupils indulge, should be prevented in every possible manner, as half ludicrous

and half disgusting..."™

'Institution New: Origin, &c.," Silent World 6.8 (1876): 6. For more on
nineteenth-century American standards of acceptable public gestural behavior, see
Karen Haltunen’s Confidence Men and Painted Women.

$Samuel Porter, "4th Convention of American Instructors of the Dcaf and Dumb "
- Annals 9 (1857): 8.

L. Rae, "On the Proper Use of Signs in the Instruct1on of the Deaf and Dumb "
Annals 5 (1852): 23 4 :
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A strange paradbx emerges here. Sign was at once quickly embraced as the best -
tool available for teaching Deaf children and simultaneously vilified as "vulgar" and
encouraging "offensive” behavior. The obvious cultural clash is neatly éaptured here,
hinging on linguistic differences. The linguistic differences between English and Sign
led to different public behaviors by the users. The Deaf way of signing was disdained
by a hearing audience which, interpreting the necessary facial expressions using hearing
standards, pronounced the results unacceptable. A battle ensued to impose the
majority’s culture upon the minority. Hearing teachers subjected Sign to severe
criticism and altered its deliverance to fit their standards of acceptability. Deaf students
would have been the perfect people to teach Sign because they were native users of the
language but they were called "uneducated."”” Surely, hearing adults could not be
expected to learn a language from an uneducated Deaf child! According to the hearing
educators, the children were signing incorrectly anyhow. It was up to the hearing
instructors to teach the Deaf population how to Sign gracefully and correctly. For
instance, J. Jacobs, a hearing instructor, commented, "Signs in the order of the words,
should and can be made, not in a dull, imitative, mechanical, or "methodical” manner,

but with the spirit and significance of colloquial signs."”? Educators would teach

"Porter, "4th Convention," Anhals 9 (1857): 8.

21 A. Jacobs, "Preface to an Unpubli_shed_ Work," Annals 9 (1857): 7137.‘




deaf students the best and proper way to sign. The cultural majority judged the
minority too inept and ignorant to be competent users of their own native langnage.”

Luckily for the nineteenth-century Deaf community, not all hearing educators
held this negative view of the sign language. A wide variety of opinions and theories
about Sign, its use, and its nature existed throughout the century. Sign was hailed by
some people as a universal language, by others as the only natural language, and by
still others as an inferior version of English. The debate became more complicated
when the concept of sign systems was introduced. Educators quarrelled about either )
respecting the dignity of the language or forcing it to conform to an English word
order. Through it all, Deaf people held their own view of their language and continued
using it regardless of tﬁe storm of controversy surrounding it.”*

Though no formal linguistic studies were conducted concerning Sign, many
observers commented on Whﬁt they felt were its salient features throughout the century.
In 1851, John Carlin, a deaf painter and poet, offered a system which divided signs into

four types: "the natural, the verbal, the pantomimic, and the individual.”

”In fact, Deaf children fluent in ASL. but not in English are still regularly told that
they lack language skills and/or competence. Deaf signers now recognize the
importance of facial expressions and body language and Sign their own way.
Complaints about hearing signers being unintelligible or mumbling still arise because
the hearing signers simply do not use enough facial expressions. They persist in
believing that their hands can do all the talking. '

74Please see chapter five for more on Deaf views of Slgn
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Of these the verbal is the most necessary and appropriate to the pupil’s

faculty of comprehension. It is eminently qualified for defining all

necessary abstract words and the principles of the English grammar. The

natural signs, by their beauty, grace and impressiveness, have a tendency

to encourage his predilection for them and excessive indulgence in their

use, and, by their being mostly superfluous, to retard his intellectual

progress. The pantomimic are sometimes useful in depicting passions and

imitating others’ actions for his edification,--yet his teacher should be

extremely sparing and circumspect in their use at school. The individual,

with a few exceptions, are wholly superfluous and nonsensical.”
By verbal signs, Carlin meant those that followed an English word order. These would
include created signs that did not exist themselves in Sign. For instance, Sign contains
no translations for the English words "the,” "of," or the verb "to be." To teach English
grammar, Carlin implied, verbal signs would be needed to fill in the terms missing
from Sign’s vocabulary. They would need to be created artificially, by hearing
instructors to transliterate English into a visual form. He wanted the words to have
signed equivalents because he believed that Deaf students would best understand
English, at least initially, if it was presented in a visual form.

Natural signs referred to those regularly occurring in the sign language,
excluding most verbal signs. The natural signs were also presented in the grammar
unique to Sign; they did not follow English word order. Although, Carlin conceded,

such signs were beautiful, they were also dangerous. Their beauty, and ease to form,

~ seduced the young deaf mind and drew it away from the better language, i.e., English.

John Carlin, "Advantages and Disadvantages of the Use of Signs," Annals 4
(1851): 54—57. ' : : ’




Natural signs were therefore tor be avoided, lest they “retard thé [deaf child’é.]
intellectual progress.” | |

Pantomimic signs were basically imitative and/or iconic in nature. In other
words, to explain that a dinner companion had noisily slurped his soup all evening, the
signer would imitate the action accordingly. Carlin evidently found these signs to have
their uses, particularly with regard to capturing emotions, but cautioned against relying
too heavily upon them. He probably believed that they were not an example of
language but rather a way to communicate a situation to a Deaf student who lacked )
good language skills. To rely on them as a teaching device would result in pushing
students away from English.

Carlin’s system of categorization made value judgments about the kinds of signs
then in use. Although all were employed by Deaf students and their teachers, some
types were considered betfer than others. Verbal signs were "better” than pantomimic.
By inference, those deaf individuals who employed verbal signs regularly and fluently
must have been held, at least in Carlin’s estimation, as "better” people. The polish of
their language revealed their intelligence and worth to society. Those deaf people who
best understood, and therefore most often used, pantomimic sigﬁs must necessarily be
less educated and less intelligent. Tﬁe users of the nafural signs were placed in the
trickiest position. They were recogpized to be using a language, one ac:knpwledged as

b_eautiful and graceful. The problem’ with it, from this point of view, was its inferior
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nature. English was simply better. Users of "the sign language” may have been using
a language, but they were using the wrong one. Their choice reflected their inferior
nature.

.Carlin’s system was not the only one available. Other observations about the
nature of Sign were made throughout the century. In 1848, in The American Annals
of the Deaf, the newly created magazine for anyone--hearing or deaf--interested in deaf
education, articles began appearing about Sign itself.” Charles Tumer contributed an
article entitled "Expression” that commented extensively on the link between signs and
facial expression. He wrote, "Again, expression not only necessaﬁly accompanies
certain signs, but moreover with the same sign, a change of expression may essentially

modify its signification..."”

While others were mocking excessive expression as
ridiculous and unnecessary, Turner had noticed the very real fact that expression plays
an important role in Sign. He also recognized that the same sign, executed with
different facial expressions, can produce a variety of meanings. Probably unwittingly,
he had noticed a linguistic property of Sign that researchers would not formally

recognize for another one hundred and twenty years. None of this suggests that signs

themselves are inadequate transmitters of knowledge; it simply suggests that expression

®The American Annals of the Deaf begail publishing in October 1847 and
continue;d until 1861. Publication was interrupted by the Civil War, but resumed in
1868 and continues until the present day. '

v
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"'Charles P. Tumner, "Expression,” Annals 1 (1848): 78.
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is needed to augment their meaning, similar to the way tone of voice enhances oral
language. Turner cﬁptured his observation neatly by writing, almost apologetically,
* "Without wishing to detract from the merits of the noble language of signs, we may

safely assert, that it owes its main force and beauty to the accompanying power of

expression."”

Turner’s remarks seemed to provoke more consideration of the topic from other
educators. In the same year, J.A. Ayres offered his thoughts on the subject to the
Annals. At mid-century, he was to express an ambivalent attitude toward Sign that
would, in many ways, characterize the rest of the century. It would, after all, be a
century that would see the renewed interest in sign systems and the more devastating
rise of the oralist movement. Ayres captured the attitude:

It is true that this language, so wonderful in itself, is yet imperfect and
limited when compared with the excellences of speech. It has not all the
convenience of oral communication. There are times when the hand and
the eye are both occupied so that discourse to which the ear might be
open must be laid aside by those for whom the eye performs its double
office. It is also a language requiring more effort, more exertion. In
extreme languor and debility, when even the gentle whispers of speech
are wearisome to the exhausted body, gesture with its life-like expression
and energy, is an effort which requires a yet greater stimulus. It lacks
also in many cases, that clear and mathematical precision which is the
highest recommendation of any language. Based as it is upon imitation
and not upon any fixed and arbitrary standard, its precision depends in a
great degree upon the skill of him who uses it. Yet with all these
deficiencies and many more, it is a language capable of cultivating the
understanding, refining and drawing out the emotions of the soul and

S Turner, "Expression," Annals 1 (1848): 78.
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meeting to an extent scarcely realized by those unacquainted with it, all
the wants and exigencies of life. It is withal a beautiful language...”

On the one hand, the language is derided as wearisome and lacking in precision and
clarity. On the other, it is hailed as revelatory and beautiful. How can this apparent
contradiction be explained? |
Actually, the clue is in the first sentence. Ayres implies that this sign language
could be wonderful if only people did not possess the languages of speech. Speech,
in a strict value judgment, is considered better than signs. Particularly noteworthy here
is the early indication of confusion between modes of communication and actual
language. It emerges in Ayres’ opinion that the trouble with Sign is not really its
inferior status as a language. He calls it a wonderful language in itself. The trouble
with it is thé medium of communication, the hands. The hands are not as good for
transmitting language as the vocal cords, the argument goes. They cannot engage other
tasks while they speak, they distract the eye, and they tire more quickly than the voice.
For all of these reasons, Ayres offered, speech is a far superior creation than Sign.
This assertion represents a problem with Ayres’ comparison; namely he
compared a language to a mode of communication. He refers to Sign as a language
but compares it not to another language like English, but.rather to a mode, speech.

Speech, however, is not language. It may be a convenient method for people who can

- P1.A. Ayres, "An inquiry into the extent to Wthh the misfortune of deafness may
be a]lev1ated " Annals 1 (1 848) 222 3. :
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hear, but it is obviously not so practical for those who cannot hear, A practical,
convenient form of communication for the Deaf community must necessarily take a
| visual form. Developing an argument pitting language against a mode is faulty because
the mode a language takes must be suited specifically to its users. Ayres was a hearing
man; he was therefore attached to a spoken form of language for his own use. His
error lay in assuming that his form of language was uniquely better that any other form.
The emphasis placed on speech here would grow over the century into a reason to ban
Sign from the classroom altogether. Speech and language would become equated and,
together, would be considered superior to an unspoken, manual, and inferior

L1}

"language.” A dangerous train of thought began to emerge as early as mid-century.
In fact, Ayres came very close, perhaps without realizing it, to dismissing Sign
as a language in this passage. He declared that it is "based upon imitation and not
upon any fixed aﬁd arbitrary standard," its precision therefore varying according to the
skill of the individual user. Ayres implied that Sign lacks any sort of a grammar or
syntax. Although entirely untrue, believing it would mean that Sign could not possibly
be considered a legitimate language. Language skills may vary from user to user, but
the utility or nature of the language itseif should not. Ayres may have called Sign a

"language in itself,” but his own observations suggest that it was not perceived

accordingly.
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Yet, -so'mchow, in spite of all these deficiencies, Ayres concluded that Sign was
a "beautiful language." In its own way, it was "capable of cultivating the
understanding” and "drawing out the emotions of the soul.” Sign could be positively
categorized this way because it had been shown capable of reaching deaf students in
these ways. Their intellects responded to Sign; they could interact through it with their
teachers and each other. Since Sign was "wonderful in itself,” it was also wonderful
and beautiful for its primary users. Speech, though, remained for the majority of
langnage users, so it must be better than Sign. Sign could therefore be considered
beautiful in its own limited way and deficient overall. This tense compromise between
the two opposing viewpoints was not to last. By the end of the century, Sign was
rejected, even for use within a limited sphere. If speech was better, the logic would
dictate, then it was better for everyone. Sign’s beauty lacked any place in formal
education.
Ayres’ conflicting, but for him resolvable, themes coalesced in this brief passage.
Sign was granted a viable, albeit limited, position in Ayres’ arrangement. It could be
both language and non-language, beautiful and dangerous. Of course, this
: pronouncenient constituted a hearing judgment; Deaf users had little input into the way
educators vieV:Wed‘ them. Views of the Deaf community and its language varied from
school to sc_:hool. By sitting in judgment oﬁ Sign, Ayres was in part acting as a judge

of the Deaf con_lmlinity. Their language was beautiful but no£ standardized; it had
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limited -usefulness sincé most people spoke and would therefore be unable to
understand it. 'By attempting to demonstrate the drawbacks of Sign to the audience,
he subtly promoted instead the superiority of speech and, therefore, of hearing. The
implication is clear: it is considered better to be hearing (by hearing people) than to be
deaf. The obvious corollary quickly folowed. Using speech is better than using Sign
since it is associated with the higher, more valued quality of hearing. The subtie
message is: if you cannot be a hearing person, at least speak like one. By the end of
the century, reaching a crescendo in the 1880’s, oralists would have shut Sign out
entirely, promoting only speaking, thereby advocating the practice of attempting to
acculturate deaf children as hearing.

Remarkably, not all educators demonstrated such an uneasiness with Sign’s
nature as did J.A. Ayres. A researcher most interested in Indian sign languages,
Colonel Garrick Mallery, reported his findings about sign languages in 1882. Mallery
believed that the sign languages of various Indian tribes, combined with the sign
language used by "deaf-mutes...constitute together one language--the gesture speech of
mankind--of which each system is adialect."® He therefore believed that his
observations about one sign language were applicable to all sign languages. Although

it is now known that no universal sign language exists, this idea was common in the

®Colonel Garrick Mallery, "The Gesture Speech of Man," Annals 27 (1882): 75-6. .
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.®’ Still, Mallery’s .comments are useful becauSe,-
though sign languages differ from country to country, researchers suspect that certain
elements are comfnon to all of them (limited numbers of handshapes, positions, and
their subsequent combinations, for instance.) |

Mallery’s studies and findings were corroborated three years later by W.P. Clark
in his book, Indian Sign Language. Essentially, the book is a dictionary of Indian
signs from several tribes. In the itroduction, Clark offered detailed information about
the structure of these sign languages, delving into their specific grammars and

2 A value judgment about these differences is lacking; the tone instead is

idioms.
simply explanatory. Clark may have dealt with Indian sign languages, but many of his
remarks are germane to Sign as it is used by Deaf people. He commented:

It will be observed that the articles, conjunctions, and prepositions are

omitted, and adjectives follow the nouns. Verbs are used in the present
tense, nouns and verbs are used in the singular number, the idea of

17 R. Knowlson, "The Idea of Gesture as a Universal Language in the 17th and
18th Centuries," Journal of the History of Ideas, 1965.

*2The book lacked pictures; as such all of the signs were described meticulously in
English. - : '
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plurality being expressed in some other way. Abbreviation is constantly
practiced. An Indian in closing or terminating a talk or speech wishing
to say I have finished my speech or conversation, or, I have nothing more
to say, simply makes the sign for DONE or F]NISHED 5

Clark’s observations still have relevance today. Sign has evolved over time but some
elements have remained constant. Articles are, for the most_part, omitted entirely and-
many prepositions remain unsigned. The concept of a conjunction exists but often a
sign that would not translate neatly into English i1s used. The sign FINISH, for
instance, is often used in place of the word "and." Adjectives may be placed either
before or after the noun; there is no one correct way to place them.

Clark commented that verbs were used in the present tense. This point is .
exceptionally interesting since, in Signed conversations today, most verbs are still
executed in the present tense. It is possible to indicate verb tense in Sign; it is simply
not done redundantly as it is in English. In Sign the tense is indicated once at the
.beginning of the conversation, and not repeated again unless the tense changes. For
instance, if a conversation starts by discussing yesterday’s events, a Signer might begin
YESTERDAY ME GO MOVIE ME, in English "I went to the movie yesterday."
Discussing the rest of the evening, the verbs would be signed in the present tense, since

YESTERDAY previously indicated the discussed events had taken place in the past.

To move the conversation into the present the signs NOW or TODAY could be made

¥W.P. Clark, The Indzan Szgn Language (Phﬂadelphla L.R. Hamersly & Co.,
1885)18 |
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and for the future WILL or TOMORROW.* Since such device§ as these already
existed by the late nineteenth century, Sign would seem to have functioned with a high
degree of sophistication.

Other devices, by Clark’s account, would seem to have been in use in the
nineteenth-century. He noted that the plurality of nouns was expressed differently in
a sign language than in a spoicen language. Today, a variety of ways exist in Sign to
provide a plural form of a noun. The Signer can add a specific number, either before
or after the noun. Similarly, a quantifier like SEVERAL or A-FEW may be added in
the same way. Finally, the noun itself may be repeated and moved through space. For
instance, the sign TREE when moved from left to right becomes TREES. In this sense,
an entirely separate sign for both "tree" and "trees" does not exist; one grows out of
the other. One language adds an "-s,” another employs motion, but both are fully
capable of expressing an idea of plurality.

Finally, Clark noticed the Indian use of the sign FINISH.** The sign FINISH

is still used extensively in Sign. Deaf children will use it in this same abbreviated

fashion, answering a question like YOU RETURN BOOK YOU? (Did you return the

S“Obviouslyr Signers are not limited to these four choices. Any applicable sign
could be selected.

$*Most interestingly, he used capitalized letters to spell a word representing a sign.

~ This convention is still used today to the same purpose. I do not believe that Clark

originated this practice. Still, it shows the recognition of the dilemma of trying to
capture a signed word in two dimensions w1thout implying that exact translatlons from -

: language to language are possible.
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béok?) with FINISH (I did it.) It can also be used as a.conjunction meaning "and" or
“then” or as an indicator of past tense (i.e. FINISH READ meaning "have read.")
FINISH must have been employed frequently in Indian sign languages to have attracted
Clark’s attention to the linguistic device. Today, its role in ASL has been expanded
to include more sophisticated usages.

Clark provides excellent, early linguistic notes on the nature .Of Sign in the
nineteenth century. He goes even further by providing brief reference to the topic of
idioms in sign language. He wrote:

I have also noted some of the metaphors and idioms which are in constant

use, and these metaphoric idioms, if I may so call them, are very

important. I might say a knowledge of them is absolutely essential to a

correct understanding of the language.®
These idioms were pertinent to Indian, not American, culture. They would not have
been in use in Deaf circles. Still, idioms cannot be limited to any one sign language.
Though unrecorded here, Deaf Americans must have employed metaphors and idioms
of their own. Clark correctly asserted that understanding a foreign language requires
an understanding, no matter how tentative or uncertain, of the metaphors employed.

Metaphors are often untranslatable or can only be fully understood within the context

of the original language. A young deéf boy, for instance, once told me that my hair

8Clark 20.




reminded hlrn of a tree.”’” The comparison made no sense in English, but was perfect
in Sign. It is impossible to appreciate truly a language if a lmowledge‘ of idioms, or
of how a language works to create them, is lacking. Clark’s observation holds true one
hundred years later.

Great attention was also paid to grammatical details such as facial expression and

88

speed of execution.” Mallery emphasized the role of facial expression, even noting

that the same gesture could be applied to "diverse conditions of facts” by changing the

expression used when executing it.*

Clark likewise described the place of speed of )
signing in contributing toward meaning. "Rapid and vehement signs," he said, "have
the same force in this language that such a manner of utterance would give in speech,
while a languid and slovenly method of making gestures would exhibit weakness and
worthlessness, just as it would in a vocal language."™ Rapidity in Sign is akin to

anger, urgency, or intensity in vocal language; metaphorically speaking, it is possible

to "raise one’s voice” in Sign. Slowness usually implies nonchalance, sarcasm, or

When the boy first met me, I had a curly perm. It slowly died and four months
later, my hair was in its naturally straight condition. Noticing it, he signed, "Your hair
is like a tree." I asked him what he meant. He proceeded to m