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DEAF EPISTEMOLOGIES AS A CRITIQUE AND

ALTERNATIVE TO THE PRACTICE OF SCIENCE:

AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Recently, young deaf academics in

Flanders (myself included) who have

received training in deaf studies

abroad have criticized standard views

in research proposals related to the

Flemish deaf community.1 Deaf schol-

ars have expressed concern about hy-

potheses and research methods that

do not take into account the unique

and diverse cultural and social life of

members of the deaf community, and

have argued for the inclusion of deaf

scholars in research projects. An addi-

tional political dimension is the lack of

research opportunities for young deaf

people in Flanders. Although the con-

cept of deaf epistemologies has not

been explicitly discussed, deaf studies

actually has evolved into a line of

thought that is taken for granted by

young deaf people who specialized in

deaf studies. However, the Flemish

case also illustrates that deaf episte-

mologies are not (yet) common sense

in science.

Conceptualizing and continuing

this discussion from an epistemic

stance involves raising questions such

as these: Is there a deaf way of view-

ing the world? What is the status of

(indigenous) deaf knowledge(s) ver-

sus science? How can deaf knowers

be conceptualized in science? In what

context are science and knowledge

N THE LA ST DECADE , and responding to the criticism of orientalism,
anthropology has engaged in a self-critical practice, working toward a
postcolonial perspective on science and an epistemological stance of
partial and situated knowledge (Pinxten, 2006; Pinxten & Note, 2005).
In deaf studies, anthropological and sociological studies employing
qualitative and ethnographic methods have introduced a paradigm
shift. Concepts of deaf culture and deaf identity have been employed as
political tools, contributing to the emancipation process of deaf peo-
ple. However, recent anthropological studies in diverse local contexts
indicate the cultural construction of these notions. From this view-
point, deaf studies faces a challenge to reflect on the notions of culture,
emancipation, and education from a nonexclusive, noncolonial per-
spective. Deaf studies research in a global context needs to deal with
cultural and linguistic diversity in human beings and academia. This
calls for epistemological reflection and new research methods.GOEDELE A. M. DE CLERCK

DE CLERCK IS A POSTDOCTORAL SCHOLAR,

DEPARTMENT OF COMPARATIVE SCIENCE OF

CULTURE, GHENT UNIVERSITY, BELGIUM.
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produced, and what is the value of

science? How do deaf people con-

struct their knowledge? Is it legitimate

for deaf people to claim knowledge,

and why?

To date, no books have been pub-

lished with titles such as Introduction

to Deaf Epistemologies or Deaf Cri-

tique and Science. The purpose of

the present article is to offer insight

into the notion of deaf epistemolo-

gies.2 Drawing on the field of anthro-

pology, which has inspired and

legitimated the cultural turn in deaf

studies, and situating deaf episte-

mologies in the evolution of the phi-

losophy of science, I argue for the

feasibility of the notion of deaf episte-

mologies as an alternative line of cog-

nition and theorizing in an approach

to science that is sensitive to and in-

clusive of gender, class, race, culture,

and disability.

Deaf epistemologies challenge

scholars and others to reflect on aud-

ism and phonocentrism in the produc-

tion of theory and knowledge, and are

driven by a desire to have eyes for the

hands that sign deaf perspective(s) on

social reality. This deaf criticism goes

hand in hand with a radical stance

toward science that can be found in

Marxist criticism, postcolonial and

subaltern criticism, feminist criticism,

and Black/Afrocentric criticism, among

other disciplines, and that provides

the basis for critical discussion of the

social and cultural structure of knowl-

edge production and the influence of

epistemic theorizing on daily life (e.g.,

Aldridge & James, 2007; Ashcroft, Grif-

fiths, & Tiffin, 1995; Collins, 1990;

Tanesini, 1999; Tyson, 1999). As a

young and interdisciplinary field, deaf

studies has also heavily relied on these

disciplines. Deaf epistemologies are

emancipation oriented, and motivated

by the wish of deaf people to live equal

lives and to live up to their potential.

Although the emergence of the

concept of deaf culture led to a deaf

cultural critique on science, it was not

until recently that epistemological is-

sues were explicitly addressed in deaf

studies. Further meta-theorizing can

contribute significantly to the devel-

opment of its critical project. In the

present article, I aim to contribute to

this project by providing a culture-

sensitive alternative in deaf studies,

exemplified in a discussion of global-

local dynamics in deaf identity, deaf

culture, and deaf education.

Anthropology and the

Development of a

Noncolonial Science

For a broader anthropological and

epistemological stance, I draw on Pinx-

ten (2006) and Pinxten and Note

(2005), though additional sources are

also employed. In a personal history,

Geertz (1995) reflected on the shifts

and confusion in anthropology after

the decolonization of the world. The

field could no longer maintain its con-

fidence in the objectivity of science to

project a mirror for humankind. The

postcolonial critique of orientalism

(Ashcroft et al., 1995; Said, 1995) chal-

lenged the universality and objectivity

of science. Debating the cultural-

ladenness of theories (Nader, 2006),

and wondering whether local views

are equally as valid as the Western one,

anthropology has evolved toward be-

ing a self-critical discipline.

Pinxten (2006) argues that both the

positivist and the phenomenological

approaches in anthropology and the

social sciences are guilty of a colonial

attitude: Research subjects are reduced

to objects, and indigenous knowledge

of the informants is granted secondary

status in the production of scientific

knowledge about indigenous knowl-

edge. Research involves a double-bias

situation (both the researcher and the

research subjects are biased). Since

the quality of the empirical data is cru-

cial in anthropology, the quality of the

interaction that researchers partici-

pate in is decisive for theory develop-

ment. An epistemological stance of

bidirectionality is called for to over-

come the colonialist attitude: Re-

search is a contextualized interactive

and communicative process between

the researchers and collaborators,

who participate in a joint venture of

negotiation and control of different

stages in the research process and

results (see also Pinxten, 1997b).

Bourdieu’s praxeology and Fabian’s

performance ethnography are exam-

ples of research methodologies that

are in line with this approach and are

developed during fieldwork.

Bourdieu’s praxeology (Bourdieu,

1990, 1998; Bourdieu & Wacquant,

1992) moves beyond the opposition

between objectivism and subjectivism,

analyzing both objective structures and

the observational and attitudinal cate-

gories of agents. This epistemological

stance grants equal roles to the re-

searchers and collaborators in the

study: The researcher shares his or

her observations and interpretations,

and the participants reflect on the re-

searcher’s process of knowledge con-

struction. This dialectical process

continues until both parties agree that

the knowledge produced is valid and

significant. Fabian’s (1990) perform-

ance ethnography moves away from in-

formative ethnography to an approach

in which the ethnographer fits in a “re-

alistic praxis” (p. 18) and gains insight

through experiencing, doing, and

learning. Cultural knowledge is created

and transmitted in and through events

in a coproduction of anthropologists

and informants, who guide the anthro-

pologist as far as he or she is granted

access.

It can be argued that the debate on

the status of indigenous knowledge3

versus science has been settled (Pinx-

ten, 2006; see also Nader, 2006; Pottier,
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Bicker, & Sillitoe, 2003; Sillitoe, 1998).

On the one hand, there is the research

on ethnoscience (e.g., Pinxten, 1997a,

1997b) indicating that indigenous

thought systems use cognitive tools

that were supposed to be reserved for

Western thought; on the other hand,

some styles of everyday thought are

close to scientific thinking (Crombie,

1994).

In a globalized world, interaction

between people from diverse back-

grounds has increased. Anthropologi-

cal research has revealed a slow and

gradual transformation and hybridi -

zation of cultures (Appadurai, 2003;

Hannerz, 2003; Young, 1995). Parallel

to the third industrial revolution of in-

formation technology and against the

background of marginalization of

groups who are not able to follow

technological progress, a mobilization

of local, regional, cultural, and reli-

gious identities can be noticed (Massey

& Jess, 1995; Pinxten & De Munter,

2006). As an international and human

practice, science needs to deal with re-

searchers from a variety of local con-

texts, as well as with diversity in

human beings. If the countermove-

ment of postcolonial studies is taken

into account, an open and nonexclu-

sive view of science is highly relevant

(Pinxten, 2006; Pinxten & Note, 2005).

Deaf Epistemologies 

and Alternatives to the 

Practice of Science

Situating the notion of deaf episte-

mologies in the philosophy of sci-

ence, in this section of the present

article I sketch developments that

paved the way for critiques such as

the radical and the feminist (see also

Duran, 1998, Tanesini, 1999). For dis-

cussion on the structure and nature of

scientific theories, and the debate be-

tween the received view of positivism

and the weltanschauungen views, I

draw on Suppe (1977). According to

the received view, science is a cumula-

tive enterprise oriented toward find-

ing a true theory that is the key to

nature. The received view claims epis-

temic foundationalism in its efforts

toward a logic of justification: Each sci-

entific theory can be (re)formulated by

rules of correspondence between the

language of theory and the language of

observation. The observer is distin-

guished from the object of observa-

tion: Any interference by the subject is

eliminated, and theories are confirmed

by empirical verification. This leads to a

deductive certainty as far as is possible

at that moment in time.

According to the criticism that

came to the fore in the 1950s and

1960s, science is conducted from

within a weltanschauung. Hence, epis-

temological theorizing must pay atten-

tion to the dynamic historical and

sociological context and the linguistic-

conceptual frameworks that influence

the production of science and knowl-

edge. Kuhn’s (1962) analysis points

out the value of the notion of a con-

sensus or shared research tradition

(paradigm) that is the basis for scien-

tific theorizing among the researchers

working in the same field. Hanson

(1958) analyzed the example of the as-

tronomers Johannes Kepler and Tycho

Brahe watching the sun rise and hold-

ing different theories, respectively, of

the earth moving so that the sun could

be observed, and of the sun revolving

around the earth. The question is

whether Kepler and Brahe actually did

see the same thing. Hanson argued

that seeing is shaped by knowledge,

which pleads for a logic of discovery.

Observation is theory laden: Knowl-

edge is reasonable for a particular sub-

ject in a particular context, while the

meaning of reasonable depends on

the conceptual and theoretical frame-

work that influences the organization

of the data. Feyerabend (1965) criti-

cized science’s neutral observation

language and the dogmatic radical em-

piricism of the received view. He ac-

knowledged the need for theoretical

pluralism. Suppe (1977) concluded

that the analyses provided by the alter-

native philosophies of science were

vague and otherwise inadequate. How-

ever, he further observed, the motiva-

tion for the construction of these

alternatives was to be found in the

weaknesses of positivism.

Important for the discussion of deaf

epistemologies is that the alternative

and diverse philosophies of the vari-

ous weltanschauungen not only share

their critical stance toward the re-

ceived view but reflect on the social

construction of scientific practice. In

the present article, I explore lines of

thought developed in deaf studies

rather than provide a complete analy-

sis or overview of deaf epistemologies.

Deaf Epistemologies as a

Critique and Alternative to

the Practice of Science

In 1965, Stokoe, Casterline, and Crone -

berg’s Dictionary of American Sign

Language on Linguistic Principles

presented groundbreaking linguistic

research at Gallaudet College and le-

gitimized ASL as a bona fide language.

Drawing on the fields of structural

comparative linguistics and anthro-

pology, and published in a period of

social activism in the United States,

the dictionary used a new vocabulary

to describe the language and the lives

of deaf people (Padden, 1980; Padden

& Humphries, 2005).

“The Linguistic Community,” an ap-

pendix to A Dictionary of American

Sign Language on Linguistic Princi-

ples (Stokoe et al., 1965), provides ac-

ademic recognition and a description

of “the social and cultural characteris-

tics of the linguistic community” (p.

297). The text employs notions such

as minority group, community, and

culture. About a decade earlier, in a
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pioneering study on the social life of

the deaf, Lunde (1956) had proposed

to view deaf people as a “subculture”

in The Sociology of the Deaf, which in-

fluenced Stokoe (1960).

This new perspective on deaf peo-

ple as a cultural and linguistic minority

group led to a paradigm shift in the

field of deaf studies in the decades that

followed: Sociological and anthropo-

logical studies (e.g., C. Erting, 1978;

Higgins, 1980; Padden & Humphries,

1988; Woodward, 1982) employing

qualitative and ethnographic research

methods documented the lives of deaf

people from an emic perspective. A

deaf knowing subject emerged, and

deaf ways of seeing and being were

claimed.

Woodward (1982) conceptualized

this focus, distinguishing between

deaf, referring to the hearing status of

deaf people (and how deaf people are

viewed by hearing people) and Deaf,

referring to the perspective of deaf

people who view themselves as a

group with a language and a culture. (It

is important to note that the deaf/Deaf

distinction cannot be readily made in

some languages, for example, Japan-

ese; see Nakamura, 2005.)

Preparing to write a book on the

lived experiences of members of the

American deaf community, Padden and

Humphries (1988) noticed that deaf

people’s daily lives, values, myths,

and art had escaped the focus of sci-

ence. In their book, Deaf in America:

Voices From a Culture, Padden and

Humphries not only aimed to throw a

light on deaf culture from the inside;

they also aimed to employ a deaf way

of writing,4 “in contrast to the long his-

tory of writing that treats [deaf people]

as medical cases, or as people with ‘dis-

abilities,’ who ‘compensate’ for their

deafness by using sign language” (p. 1).

Padden and Humphries (2005, p.

2) subsequently drew on the work of

George Veditz, who had described

deaf people as “first, last, and for all

time, people of the eye” in 1912, to

emphasize that although the notion

of culture may be new, deaf people

have always viewed themselves as vi-

sually oriented, and, as such, have de-

veloped knowledge about themselves

and the world:

Deaf people’s practices of “seeing”

are not necessarily natural or logical,

in the sense that they have a height-

ened visual sense, but their ways of

“seeing” follow from a long history of

interacting with the world in certain

ways—in cultural ways. (p. 2)

On Depathologizing Deafness, the

subtitle of a series of papers published

by Woodward between 1975 and 1979

(and issued in book form in 1982 un-

der the main title How You Gonna Get

to Heaven if You Can’t Talk With Je-

sus), implies a critique of the practice

of science. Not only had the experi-

ences of deaf people been excluded

from science (see also Higgins, 1980),

but the epistemic foundationalism of

science had been put into question:

Science was perceived as a practice

that was not value neutral, but instead

influenced by hearing ideology. Marko -

wicz and Woodward (1982) noticed

that the literature on deafness was

dominated by psychological studies

that investigated the causal relation-

ship between deaf people’s behavior

and intelligence while failing to take

into account the possible influence of

the deaf cultural experience in the

testing situation. Markowicz and

Woodward also questioned the results

of research on deaf community mem-

bership done by hearing researchers

who were not members of the deaf

community.

This line of criticism has been ex-

panded in a postmodern stance in

deaf studies. Drawing on the work of

Michel Foucault, Lane (1999) com-

pared the oppression of deaf people

and the colonization of the deaf body

with the colonization of Africa. On an

intellectual level, he distinguished two

kinds of discourse: a cultural perspec-

tive and an infirmity-based perspec-

tive. On a pragmatic level, Lane wrote,

power and money are in play. He re-

ferred to Humphries’s notion of aud-

ism: “In short, audism is the hearing

way of dominating, restructuring, and

exercising authority over the Deaf

community” (p. 43).

Lane (2005) deconstructed social

science research as an institution that

objectifies and paternalizes deaf peo-

ple. He also criticized the relationship

between research and technology:

The economic benefits of what Fou-

cault called “bio-power,” Lane wrote,

are exemplified by the promotion of

the cochlear implant. Genetic re-

search is another example of Fou-

cault’s normalization technologies

that are threatening the deaf world.

The Emancipatory Value of

the Deaf Culture Notion

Connected with deaf studies’ criticism

on science described in the previous

paragraph is deaf epistemologies’

concern with the emancipatory value

of science. Initial anthropological and

sociological studies have explored

and employed terms such as Deaf cul-

ture and Deaf identity as political

tools that could contribute to the

emancipation process of deaf people

(Padden & Humphries, 2005). In

2005, looking back on the writing of

their first book, in 1988, and the first

use of the term culture to describe

the lives of deaf people, Padden and

Humphries stated that they were

“writing not as anthropologists but as

agents of a changing discourse and

consciousness” (p. 2). Deaf people
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were still reluctant to have their lan-

guage be examined and be public; de-

bates with anthropologists concerned

the question of whether deaf culture

was a bona fide culture. Rather taxo-

nomic descriptions and a search for

definitions of deaf culture, deaf com-

munity, membership, and ethnicity

mark this stage of research that is pri-

marily concerned with the scientific

legitimization of deaf culture and ad-

vocacy on behalf of the deaf cause

(e.g., C. Erting, 1978; Johnson & C.

Erting, 1989; Kyle, 1990; Padden,

1980; Woodward, 1982).

A discussion in the journal Sign

Language Studies in 1994 touched on

epistemological perspectives in deaf

studies. Turner (1994) questioned the

circularity of definition seeking in the

field of deaf studies to that point, the

homogeneous and static construction

of the deaf culture concept, and the

political motivation underlying the re-

search studies aiming to document a

distinct deaf culture. In critiques of his

paper, researchers argued that deaf

culture was originally an academic

term that had been adopted by deaf

people (Bahan, 1994; Stokoe, 1994). It

was also argued that the use of cate-

gories developed by deaf people (e.g.,

DEAF-WORLD) should be encour-

aged, and differences between terms

should be critically examined (Anders-

son, 1994; Bahan, 1994). Recognizing

the value of anthropological frame-

works to the emancipation of deaf

people (Monaghan, 1994), scholars

called for critical reflection on the

 limits of general frameworks for un-

derstanding deaf culture. Johnston

(1994) drew on the social sciences to

legitimate deaf scholars’ explicit sup-

port of the deaf cause: Criteria such as

transparency on the position and mo-

tivation of the researcher were to be

regarded as more appropriate than a

standard notion of objectivity. The

scholars agreed that diversity in the

deaf community should be explored.

Bahan (1994, p. 248) suggested that

“it may be productive to investigate

how Deaf people see what unites and

divides us.”

This inward turn was developed by

Ladd (2003). Dissatisfied with the

medical term deafness, he conceptual-

ized a deaf way of being and knowing

in the epistemic notion of “Deaf-

hood.” Deafhood is based on the ex-

perience of signing deaf people who

were born deaf or were deafened at an

early age. Deafhood

represents a process—the struggle

by each Deaf child, Deaf family, and

Deaf adult to explain to themselves

and each other their own existence

in the world. In sharing their lives

with each other as a community . . .

Deaf people are engaged in a daily

praxis, a continuing internal and ex-

ternal dialogue. (p. 3)

Providing a strong center, “which can

then create new spaces for more so-

phisticated liberatory discourses to

flourish” (Ladd, 2003, p. 81), the con-

cept of Deafhood is necessarily strate-

gically essentialist, a stance based on

Spivak’s subaltern theory (e.g., Spi-

vak, 1995). Deafhood is expressed in

the global connections of deaf people

and shared deaf experience and sign

language use. Deafhood allows for di-

verse readings.

A Global Perspective 

and Cultural Critique 

in Deaf Studies

Documenting diversity, studies have

analyzed the intertwining of axes of

differences in the lives of deaf women

(e.g., Brueggeman & Burch, 2006),

Black deaf people (e.g., Williamsen,

2002), deaf gay and lesbian people

(e.g., Breivik, 2005), and other deaf

minorities. A partial, situated deaf ex-

perience can stimulate deaf people to

reflect on their own perspectives,

learn different views, and support

each other in a “politics of empower-

ment” (Collins, 1990, p. 188).

In the following paragraphs I dis-

cuss studies on the lives of deaf peo-

ple in non-Western countries and on

deaf people moving between different

cultural contexts, with the objective of

deepening a cross-cultural and com-

parative perspective in deaf studies

(see Andersson, 1981, 1990, 1991).5

In an interplay between changes in

local sociocultural, political, and edu-

cational contexts and the distribution

of emancipatory discourses, linguis-

tic research has fostered the legit-

imization of sign languages and

consciousness-raising in deaf commu-

nities worldwide (Baker & Battison,

1980; C. Erting, Johnson, Smith, &

Snider, 1994; Goodstein, 2006; Mon-

aghan, Schmaling, Nakamura, &

Turner, 2003). Monaghan (2003) dis-

tinguished some common patterns

in deaf communities, which have

emerged anytime deaf people have in-

teracted. This has been the case in ur-

ban places where deaf people can

gather (e.g., Lane, 1984), and in places

with a high rate of deafness (e.g.,

Johnson, 1994). The founding of deaf

schools in Europe and the United

States in the 19th century enabled

deaf children to acquire sign language

in interaction with deaf peers. Deaf

schools have been considered root

places of deaf culture; deaf adults

have socialized in deaf clubs, often

founded close to these schools (Fisher

& Lane, 2003; Van Cleve & Crouch,

1989).

Deaf schools in developing coun-

tries were often established through

the efforts of missionaries under colo-

nial influences or under the auspices

of programs to develop cooperation
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between countries. Consequently,

schools adopted the philosophy and

sign language of the founding or sup-

porting country (Barcham, 1998; C.

Erting et al., 1994; Goodstein, 2006).

A general internationalism has fos-

tered a growing recognition of deaf

people’s rights and has been benefi-

cial to deaf people’s empowerment

(Monaghan et al., 2003).

These social developments have

influenced deaf people’s lives and

identity construction. Deaf studies re-

search and the emancipation move-

ment of ethnic minorities and their

discourses transformed deaf identi-

ties in the United States. Deaf people

liberated themselves from medical

discourses and identified as members

of a linguistic and cultural minority

group (Jankowski, 1997). A research

review of literature on the dynamics

of deaf identity in northwestern Eu-

rope (De Clerck, in press-b) indicates

a three-stage model of emancipation.

In the first stage, deaf people come

under the influence of oralism, are

subordinated, and withdraw from so-

ciety. In the second stage, the legit-

imization of sign language through

linguistic research politicizes deaf

identities, with deaf people claiming a

separate linguistic and cultural iden-

tity after the 1970s. In the third stage,

young deaf people who have grown

up in inclusive realms of life view sign

language as a regular mode of com-

munication; being deaf is an aspect of

diversity in a pluralistic society. Al-

though a political basis is maintained,

the boundary between the hearing

and deaf communities has weakened.

Simultaneously, studies reveal that

deaf people easily communicate

transnationally, adapting their own

sign language, using international

sign, or picking up the local sign lan-

guage. Benefiting from globalization

and from technological and economic

resources, some young deaf people

develop transnational deaf identities

(e.g., Breivik, 2005; De Clerck, 2007;

Haualand, Gronningsaeter, & Hansen,

2003; Turner, 2004).

Apart from these trends, it is impor-

tant to note that the construction of

deaf identity is also related to local so-

ciocultural, political, educational, and

social policy constructions, and hence

differs among countries. The politiciza-

tion of deaf identity and the emancipa-

tion processes in deaf communities

should also be interpreted against the

background of historical and anthro-

pological research that finds that deaf

people are included in social life in

some contexts (e.g., Groce, 1995;

Johnson, 1994). This observation

raises the question of whether uni-

tary concepts such as deaf culture

and deaf identity can be used to gain

accurate insight into culturally con-

structed deaf identities.

Insight into the cultural construc-

tion of deaf identities is particularly

relevant to understanding conflicts be-

tween and shifts in identities in a

transnational and global context. Deaf

people’s transnational interaction has

fostered the transfer of (culturally con-

structed) discourses on deaf identity,

sign language, and deaf culture, and

has raised deaf consciousness (Breivik,

2005; De Clerck, 2007; Le Master, 2003;

Nakamura, 2005).

Nakamura’s (2005) anthropological

research in Japan reveals how conflicts

have emerged between a younger

generation of deaf people who are in-

spired by presentations of American

deaf activists and identify as culturally

deaf, and a senior generation of deaf

people who also define themselves as

culturally deaf, yet without a capital D

and in an otherwise different way. The

older group of deaf people attended

deaf schools and have continued to

socialize in deaf organizations since

graduation. Voicing while signing, they

view sign language as a mode of com-

munication that does not fundamen-

tally differ from Japanese. The younger

generation experienced linguistic and

social exclusion in mainstreaming. In-

fluenced by American discourses on

deaf identity and deaf culture, they de-

veloped political deaf identities and

advocate a pure sign language. Naka-

mura warns that in a homogeneous

Japan, ethnolinguistic discourses will

not easily receive government recog-

nition, whereas deaf people have been

able to receive recognition as a disabil-

ity group.

Between 1984 and 1988 and again

in 2000, LeMaster (2003) did ethno-

graphic research in the deaf commu-

nity in Dublin, Ireland. Her study in

linguistic anthropology found shifts in

identity between a senior generation

of deaf people who grew up in a sign-

ing educational environment and a

younger generation of deaf people

who did not experience educational

inclusion. The older generation con-

ceptualizes sign language as a regular

mode of communication and is open

to including hearing people in con-

versations. Enforced oralism has led

to “oppositional Deaf identities” in

young deaf people (Le Master, 2003,

p. 168) and the adoption of cultural

and political deaf discourses. Le Mas-

ter noted the transfer of deaf cultural

discourses through transnational (Eu-

ropean) contacts and exchanges with

Gallaudet University. The differences

between the two generations of deaf

people have not led to a political sep-

aration. Few of the older people par-

ticipate in ethnic-minority discourses.

However, they have supported the

political organization and promotion

of Irish Sign Language led by the

younger group.

I studied emancipation processes

through the life stories of 25 interna-

tional deaf people at Gallaudet Univer-

sity (De Clerck, in press-a). Applying a

multidimensional and multilayered
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analytical framework that conceptual-

izes identity dynamics as a complex of

processes (Pinxten, Verstraete, &

Longman, 2004), I gained insight into

differences and conflicts in culturally

situated constructions of deaf identity.

Deaf people are exploring different

ways to negotiate toward equal status

for sign language and deaf people in

local contexts. In my research (De

Clerck, in press-a), I deconstructed

one-dimensional and monolithic con-

cepts of deaf identity and deaf culture,

which are often employed in the field

of deaf studies, as culturally situated

(and Western) perspectives. If this the-

oretical operation is to be more fully

developed and insight is to be gained

into identity dynamics and processes

of empowerment in deaf people and

deaf communities in different localities,

cross-cultural comparative research will

be necessary. In-depth understanding

of culturally constructed identity dy-

namics can contribute significantly to

successful contextualized intercultural

negotiation (De Clerck, in press-a; see

also Pinxten, 1999) of core constructs

that are vital to deaf people.

To achieve this goal, the anthropo-

logical methods described in the

present article under the heading “An-

thropology and the Development of a

Noncolonial Science” may be em-

ployed in the field of deaf studies as

well. For a comparative perspective,

Geertz’s (1983) empirical study and

cultural description of fact and law in

different local contexts is inspiring.

Those methods are valuable for deaf

researchers as well, who share cultural

intuitions with the people who collab-

orate in the research.6

Deaf Education

The paradigm shift in deaf studies

goes hand in hand with deaf-centered

and bilingual-bicultural education that

provides deaf students with the op-

portunity to learn sign language and

deaf culture, come into contact with

deaf role models and teachers, and

become equipped with the knowl-

edge and skills to negotiate core con-

structs in their identity and live equal

lives. The question “Whose educa-

tion?” (Simms, 2006) illustrates deaf

people’s claims to involvement in all

aspects of deaf education.

Consistent with the anthropologi-

cal framework of the present article,

research methods and expertise from

the field of ethnoscience (e.g., Pinx-

ten, 1997a, 1997b) may be valuable to

deaf education. Education, cognition,

and learning processes are socio -

culturally specific phenomena; there-

fore, it is important to develop

concepts and terms within the vernac-

ular language, categorization system,

and learning strategies. The studies

exploring visual learning strategies are

in line with this research orientation.

In a long-term interdisciplinary ethno-

graphic study, C. Erting, Bailes, L. Ert-

ing, Thumann-Prezioso, and Kuntze

(2006) investigated the development

of ASL/English literacy-learning strate-

gies of deaf children in both the home

and classroom environments. The in-

teraction of the children with their

deaf teachers, compared with the in-

teraction with their deaf and hearing

(sign language–learning) parents, re-

veals a rich variety in deaf knowledge.

Another example is the research doc-

umenting how deaf parents and

teachers mediate English in bilingual

settings, moving back and forth

among ASL, fingerspelling, and writ-

ten English (C. Erting, Thumann-

Prezioso, & Benedict, 2000; Padden,

1996a, 1996b).

In a study on deaf empowerment

in Flemish deaf role models (De

Clerck, 2007), I found that empow-

ered deaf peers and barrier-free envi-

ronments in the United Kingdom, the

United States, and the Nordic coun-

tries provided examples of possible

and inspiring ways of living in compar-

ison with the Flemish context. Global

deaf identities, a common use of sign

language, and the experience of being

deaf facilitate the transfer of empow-

ering knowledge. The concept deaf

ways of education was employed to

refer to this informal networking and

emancipatory information exchange

among deaf people. C. Erting (1996,

p. xxiii), writing on “the Deaf way,”

said, “For as long as Deaf people have

formed communities, a Deaf way of

life has been recognized by Deaf peo-

ple themselves. These patterns of be-

havior, attitudes, beliefs, and values

have been referred to in American

Sign Language as ‘DEAF TEND (THEIRS).’”

Reilly (1995) used the phrase “deaf

way of education” in the title of his

doctoral dissertation (A Deaf Way of

Education: Interaction Among Chil-

dren in a Thai Boarding School), and

explained about visual modes of learn-

ing and communication among deaf

students.

Western educational programs for

deaf students in non-Western coun-

tries and education programs for deaf

immigrant children that fail to take

into account indigenous (deaf) knowl-

edge(s)7 may cause cultural and lin-

guistic transformations, disruptions,

and oppression. Anthropological stud-

ies call for a critical perspective.

Branson and Miller’s (2004) study

of the linguistic environment in north-

ern Bali illustrates how education pro-

grams inspired by Western experts

and concepts can be examples of neo-

colonialism. Deaf children from an in-

clusive signing environment are

instructed in a national language (In-

donesian) and sign language (i.e., a

signed system) that is not used in

their local environment. This is not

only ineffective, but also results in

semilingualism and in poor communi-

cation when deaf students return

home. They may have lost their ability
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to speechread the Balinese language

and communicate with non–Indone-

sian-speaking relatives; only strong

signing environments provided by

family members who have not lost

their signing competence during

their children’s education guarantee

appropriate communication. This sit-

uation challenges the deaf commu-

nity concept, which originated in the

development of Western deaf com-

munities around deaf schools. The

question is which community’s sign

language should be implemented in

education: “The only communities of

relevance to the deaf students in the

schools are communities where local

languages are spoken and where the

signing used is thoroughly localized”

(Branson & Miller, p. 32).

In Kano State, Nigeria, Schmaling’s

(2003) ethnographic research found

that the local inclusion of deaf people

and wide use of sign language as a

mode of communication by both

hearing and deaf people is threatened

by urbanization and by the implemen-

tation of ASL in education, which sug-

gests that the local sign language is

inferior. This divides the deaf commu-

nity into educated deaf people using

ASL, on the one hand, and unedu-

cated deaf people and hearing people

using indigenous sign language, on

the other hand.

A study by Branson and Miller

(1998) on the education of deaf immi-

grant children in Australia indicated

that the concept of bilingual-bicultural

education can be exclusive if it does

not include indigenous languages and

indigenous sign languages. Branson

and Miller proposed an educational

plan for deaf students of non–English-

speaking and non–Australian Sign Lan-

guage–using backgrounds to graduate

as bilingual in two sign languages and

two written sign languages at the end

of secondary education.

Storbeck and Magongwa (2006)

have developed a fruitful approach to

a diverse deaf studies curriculum that

can meet the needs of a heteroge-

neous deaf community. As exempli-

fied in the learning situation of deaf

Zulu children in South Africa, the

scholars have employed the multi-

ethnic educational framework of

Banks (1994) to integrate deaf cul-

ture into the whole school and cur-

riculum while paying attention to the

mixed backgrounds of deaf children,

“thus creating a Deaf-centric curricu-

lum—including content, visual learn-

ing and teaching styles, and Deaf

indigenous teaching and learning

practices” (Storbeck & Magongwa, p.

121).

While similarities in deaf episte-

mologies suggest global learning

strategies of visually oriented and

signing people, sensitivity to different

ways of indigenous deaf learning and

the broader context in which this

learning takes place is crucial. Suc-

cessful education for deaf students

necessarily involves multilingualism

and an understanding of culturally sit-

uated meanings of education and

emancipation.

Conclusion

The place to test the success of an ed-

ucational system is not in the school-

room nor in conversation over the

social teacup, but out where men toil

and earn their daily bread. (Schuyler

Long, cited in Crammate & Friedman,

1941, p. 407, cited in Andersson, 1991,

p. 99)

Parallel with and drawing upon minor-

ity critiques, deaf epistemologies have

put the value-neutrality and objectifi-

cation in science into question. The

diverse lives and experiences of deaf

people should be the methodological

basis for research. Criticizing audism

and phonocentrism in the practice of

science, deaf epistemologies have

looked at old problems from a differ-

ent angle and contributed to a more

appropriate science (see also Nader,

2006). I argue for multiple perspec-

tives in the evaluation of research (see

also Campbell, 1989), and a reflexive

stance on dynamics of (linguistic and

cultural) power relations in the acad-

emy (Bourdieu, 1990, 1998).

Deaf studies has become institu-

tionalized predominantly in Western

countries, and, as anthropological and

sociological studies indicate, a critical

perspective is needed toward cultural

bias in notions of deaf identity, deaf

culture, deaf empowerment, and deaf

education as employed in deaf studies.

Deaf scholars, in particular scholars

from deaf minorities, are still under-

represented in the field; their schol-

arship should be encouraged.

Developing different lines in meta-

theorization is vital to the future of

deaf studies and the lives of deaf peo-

ple. Joint intercultural and interdisci-

plinary research projects between

deaf and hearing scholars will foster

methodological reflection and explo-

ration.

A democratic, pluralistic society

should encourage individuals and

groups to (acquire the power to) live

according to their own views. (Organi-

zations of) deaf people should be able

to organize education according to

their own solutions (Andersson,

1991). These include multilingualism

(Reagan & Osborn, 2002; Skutnabb-

Kangas, 2008) and, as the present ar-

ticle illustrates, multiple deaf

epistemologies. In a diverse world

with equal languages, cultures, and

human beings (Skutnabb-Kangas,

1990), multiple literacies change

standard views on reading achieve-

ment in favor of a focusing on and
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valuing of deaf people’s contextual-

ized and sign language literacy

(Brueggeman, 1995, 2004), and a no-

tion of education that looks further

than the classroom to include (indige-

nous) deaf ways of learning (e.g., De

Clerck, 2007).

While recognizing that different fac-

tors may explain the educational fail-

ure of deaf students documented in

research, I point out that true bilingual

education for deaf students in ideal

conditions crucial to successful bilin-

gual education is still scarce (Skutnabb-

Kangas, 1990, 2008). To provide deaf

people with the best circumstances

and chances to live up to their poten-

tial, diverse forms of knowledge, scien-

tific and indigenous, may be needed

(see also Nader, 2006). The wisdom

and experiences deaf people have

gained from life may be the best source

for evaluating efforts toward this end.
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Endnotes

1. In the present article, a d/D dis-

tinction is not made. This usage deci-

sion draws on Breivik, Haualand, and

Solvang (2002, p. v), who, reflecting

on the (confusing) application of this

distinction, quoted Fjord (1996, p.

66), who described it as “in a constant

stage of flux within the deaf commu-

nity.” The present article focuses on

diversity in deaf cultural lives; ques-

tions on the d/D distinction are illustra-

tive of tension between a standpoint

line and a culturally sensitive stance

(see further in the present article), and

should be discussed in future papers.

2. In writing the present article, I

have relied on the literature on femi-

nist epistemologies (e.g., Code, 2006;

Collins, 1990; Davis, Evans, & Lorber,

2006; Duran, 1998; Tanesini, 1999).

Feminist theorizing has evolved

across a large number of publications,

representing a rich and diverse range

of views. Consequently, I am not able

to able to cover all the theoretical is-

sues; an extensive analytical discus-

sion of parallels and differences

between feminist and deaf episte-

mologies would be an interesting re-

search topic for another paper. Code

(2006) points out that meta-theoriz-

ing was put on the feminist agenda

rather late. Theories often refer to

Sandra Harding’s (1980) distinction of

three epistemological strands in femi-

nist theorizing: feminist empiricism,

feminist standpoint theories, and

feminist postmodernism. Harding’s

classification has been criticized: Dis-

tinctions among these lines of inquiry

cannot always be clearly drawn, theo-

ries cannot always be classified as

such, and researchers often employ

more than one line of thought at the

same time. Recognizing this criticism

and being cautious to apply the classi-

fication to the field of deaf studies at

this early stage, I think the classifica-

tion is useful for acquiring insight into

deaf epistemologies, and that the three

lines of inquiry might provide inspira-

tion for further meta-theorizing in the

field of deaf studies.

3. I am aware that terms such as in-

digenous knowledge and local knowl-

edge have different denotations and

connotations (see also Sillitoe, 1998).

However, in-depth discussion is be-

yond the scope of the present article.

4. Studies have expanded this

line of thought, for example, in the

exploration of visual rhetoric, ASL

 literacy/signacy, and the cinemato-

graphic characteristics of sign lan-

guage (e.g., Brueggeman, 1995, 2004;

Paul, 2006).

5. Although I do follow Anders-

son’s comparative perspective, I dis-

agree on the positivistic orientation of

cross-cultural comparative research in

Andersson (1981). Instead, in line

with the work of Pinxten (1997b;

2006), I argue for in-depth empirical,

situated, cultural comparison in line

with Geertz (1983; see further in the

present article).

From my comparative perspec-

tive, I have been inspired by having

deep conversations and living daily

life with international deaf friends

during my 3-year stay at Gallaudet

University. The emancipation of deaf

people in our home countries

throughout the world was our prior

concern, and a favorite topic of dis-

cussion and reflection. I consider the

strong international bond and soli-

darity among deaf people and our

use of sign language to be one of the

most vital aspects of my life. How-

ever-and this experience has been

confirmed in my encounters with

deaf people during travel on differ-

ent continents—I think it is crucial

to recognize differences. For exam-

ple, I did not grow up in a country

that takes bilingual-bicultural educa-

tion for deaf people for granted; nor

was I born in sub-Saharan Africa, un-

able to marry because my boyfriend

lacked educational opportunities

and was unemployed.

6. Reflecting on the position of

deaf researchers, Ladd (2003) argued

that the notion of insider does not

take into account the academic back-

ground of deaf researchers and other

differences with grassroots deaf peo-

ple such as growing up mainstreamed

and having English as a first language.

Drawing upon subaltern studies, Ladd
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developed the notion of “subaltern

elite researcher.”

Another valuable perspective that I

have found useful in explaining differ-

ences related to the academic training

of deaf researchers and other differ-

ences in background is Collins’s (1990)

concept of “outsider-within,” which

refers to the position of people who be-

long to a community but occupy a rela-

tively marginal position. Although a

complete description of my own posi-

tion in research studies is beyond the

scope of the present article, I would

like to note that—depending on the

people I collaborated with and the con-

text of the study—apart from factors

mentioned by Ladd (education and

mainstreaming), I experienced age and

gender as differentiating categories, as

well as my cultural (European/White)

background. Deaf researchers may re-

late to the experience of Black women

in academia who “remain outsiders

within, individuals whose marginality

provides a different angle of vision on

the theories put forth by . . . intellectual

communities” (Collins, 1991, p. 12,

cited in Tanesini, 1999, p. 152).

7. In the present article, I use the

term deaf knowledge(s) to refer to deaf

people’s ways of knowing. I noticed

that C. Erting and colleagues (2006)

covered this meaning with the term

“Deaf indigenous knowledge”; how-

ever, in the present article, the term

deaf indigenous knowledge(s) refers

to non-Western deaf knowledges. The

term “Deaf indigenous knowledge” in

Storbeck and Magongwa (2006) may in-

clude both meanings—this was not

clear to me.
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