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Abstract

This article reports on a study into communicative practices in educational

settings by members of the South African Deaf community. The data con-

tain interviews of miscellaneous South African Deaf people who were inter-

viewed through South African Sign Language (SASL) by Deaf SASL

users who received a short training on interview simulation. From the narra-

tives a general prevalence of communicative barriers in educational settings

emerges. Similar to many other Deaf communities, Deaf identities appear

to be shaped by means of alienation from the hearing community and soli-

darity among the Deaf community (to a certain extent even across ethnic

boundaries). The communication barriers lead to di¤erent dimensions of

power relations. Moreover, certain educational practices extend beyond

the school premises and influence family practices. What also emerged

from the South African data were issues of stigmatization of signing and

complex issues of communication in South Africa’s multilingual society.

Linguistic ethnography has proven a very productive methodology as it has

yielded interesting ‘‘counter-narratives’’ (i.e., narratives from within the

Deaf community that give a di¤erent picture than the beliefs put forward

within a hearing hegemony) by means of which Deaf South Africans get

‘‘a voice’’ in mainstream society.

Keywords: South Africa; Deaf community; South African Sign Language;

educational communicative practices.

1. Introduction

Many prelingually deaf children experience great di‰culty in acquiring

the spoken language(s) of their environment, whereas the acquisition of a

sign language is usually less problematic. Contrary to spoken languages,
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sign languages make use of the visual-gestural modality and as such they

are fully accessible to deaf people. Many sign languages are rarely used

outside the Deaf community as in most countries, the number of hearing

people who know a sign language remains relatively restricted.1 This is

one of the principal reasons why significant barriers to communication

may exist between members of the Deaf community and members of

mainstream hearing society.
This paper examines how South African Deaf people contend with

such communication barriers in institutional settings and whether the

actual communicative practices were and are in line with the o‰cial lan-

guage policies. The insights into these areas presented here are based on

the findings of a large-scale project in which Deaf people from di¤erent

regions in South Africa were interviewed by Deaf interviewers through

South African Sign Language (SASL). The project was a collaborative ef-

fort between two hearing Flemish Sign Language (VGT) researchers with
a good knowledge of VGT and insight into the Flemish Deaf community

(i.e., the two authors of this paper) and two partners in South Africa,2

i.e., Philemon Akach (a hearing senior lecturer at the Department of

Afroasiatic Studies, Sign Language and Language Practice at the Univer-

sity of the Free State, South Africa) and Emily Matabane (a Deaf assis-

tant SASL tutor at the same university).

This paper is focused on the communicative practices in educational

settings as reported by the interviewees. In section two we shall first pro-
vide some background information on deaf education in South Africa in

its historical context. Section three describes the research design, i.e., the

methodology and the informants, followed by some remarks on why lin-

guistic ethnography can be an appropriate paradigm for this type of re-

search. In section four, the main section of this paper, the Deaf interview-

ees’ perspectives are presented and discussed.

2. A brief history of deaf education in South Africa

It is generally assumed that in western countries less than 5–10% of deaf

children have deaf parents (Schein 1989). This minority of deaf children is

usually exposed to a sign language at home and will then acquire that

sign language as their native language. Hence, the majority of deaf chil-

dren have hearing parents, who are not likely to know any sign language.

Many of these deaf children start acquiring a sign language only when be-
ginning (pre)school, mostly as a playground variant through contact with

(slightly older) peers since sign languages are still not widely used as me-

dium of instruction in deaf education (see further down). In many western
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countries, the advent of cochlear implantation has meant that many more

deaf children (with a cochlear implant) are being mainstreamed or in-

cluded in regular education than used to be the case and have no or only

limited contact with the local sign language. However, the widespread

implementation of cochlear implantation is a fairly recent phenomenon

mainly in western countries and does not (yet?) apply to South Africa,

where only a small minority can a¤ord the expensive intervention.
The atypical acquisition process described above is but one of the fac-

tors likely to have influenced any sign language. Another such factor is

the spoken language(s) used by the surrounding hearing community.

Since there are no commonly used written forms of sign languages, sign-

ers use a spoken language for reading and writing (in South Africa,

mostly English and/or Afrikaans), and this again can exert a certain in-

fluence on their sign language use. As will become clear in this paper,

SASL clearly has a lower status than English and Afrikaans.
Both (deaf ) education and spoken language use are complex issues in

South Africa and have a complicated history. The apartheid regime o‰-

cially started in 1948, but had its roots in the first stages of the coloniza-

tion of southern Africa. The apartheid ideology recognized four racial

groups:3 black people, white people, colored people (people of mixed ra-

cial heritage), and Indian people. The regime intended to keep these four

groups totally separate. Segregation was realized in various domains, of

which the homeland policy may be the best known example. During
apartheid, for each racial group there was a separate Department of Edu-

cation, each with its own organizational structure, budget, curriculum,

etc. (Aarons and Reynolds 2003: 194).

The South African educational system was not only segregated on the

basis of color, but also on the basis of children’s ethnolinguistic back-

grounds. For example, there were Afrikaans and English schools for

white and colored children and Sotho, Zulu, Tswana, Xhosa, etc., schools

for black pupils. The latter schools were all set up in the respective home-
lands of every ethnolinguistic community or—using an emotionally

charged term—‘‘Bantustans.’’ The apartheid’s mother tongue principles

of ‘‘Bantu education’’ foresaw that all children should begin their educa-

tion through their own mother tongue (Akach et al. 2009).

The history of deaf education in South Africa is even more complex

than the history of education of hearing children. Not only did the intro-

duction of apartheid divide education on the basis of the color of skin and

of mother tongue, but also on the basis of the language of instruction.
Generally speaking, schools for white deaf pupils insisted on oralism, as

speech (i.e., in English and/or Afrikaans) was perceived as the prestigious

form of language, whereas schools for the other races allowed for some
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degree of signing (Aarons and Akach 2002: 131). According to Reagan et

al. (2006), prestige was not the only determining factor behind this con-

trast in provision:

Clearly one of the explanations for this distinction was economic in nature: oral

education involves relatively expensive hearing aids and intensive, on-going

speech and language therapy to be e¤ective. Such resources, while available for

white children, were not generally made available to others. (Reagan et al. 2006:

191)

Reagan (2001: 172) states: ‘‘the irony [. . .] is that, to some extent, the

black Deaf were provided a somewhat more appropriate education (at

least with respect to the toleration and use of sign language) than were

other deaf children in South Africa.’’ The histories of the following deaf

schools will illustrate this.

The first South African deaf school was founded by Irish Dominican
nuns in Cape Town in 1863. The medium of instruction originally was

Irish Sign Language which the nuns had brought with them from Ireland.

In the 1920s the school segregated the deaf children on the basis of

whether they were allowed to use speech only (i.e., what in deaf education

is labeled ‘‘oralism’’), or whether they were allowed to combine speech

with signs, and all but the most ‘‘backward’’ children were taught using

the oral approach. According to Mocke (1971), the signing classes were

for Nie-Blanke (‘non-white’) children only. In the 1960s, the school
moved to Hout Bay, became an all-white school and changed its educa-

tional policy to strict oralism, i.e., signing was completely forbidden on

the school premises (Akach et al. 2009).

Other schools had completely di¤erent policies. In the VN Naik

School, a school set up in Natal in 1983 for Indian deaf pupils, ‘‘Signing

Exact English’’ was introduced. This is a form of simultaneous communi-

cation in which a spoken language (in this case English) is supported by

using signs simultaneously with the English words, and both are pro-
duced in an English word order. The signs used with this form of simulta-

neous communication were all borrowed from American Sign Language

(ASL). Today it is alleged that at VN Naik, ASL is the language of in-

struction, not Signing Exact English or SASL (Glaser 2007).

In the first school for black deaf children, which opened in 1941, a sys-

tem of signing invented in Britain, known as the Paget–Gorman system,

was introduced in the 1950s. Teachers and pupils were required to speak

and simultaneously use the Paget–Gorman signs,4 which are signs that do
not fully correspond to the signs used in any sign language. This policy

fairly rapidly spread to other schools for black deaf pupils (Aarons and

Akach 2002: 133). In reality, however, the teachers in most schools for
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black deaf children used an ad hoc system of sign-supported speech, i.e., a

combination of a spoken language and signs. As for the spoken language,

it is unclear whether they used English, Afrikaans, a Bantu language, or a

combination of these languages. The lexical signs were borrowed from

the local sign language and/or they were artificial signs invented by edu-

cators of the deaf and/or they were imported from abroad. However, on

the playground, the pupils in these residential schools for the deaf, largely
left to their own devices, often developed their own sign language. Signifi-

cantly, in South Africa education for deaf children has only been compul-

sory since 1996. Prior to that many (mainly black) deaf children never at-

tended school at all and in all likelihood were unable to acquire a fully

fledged sign language, but rather developed some kind of home sign sys-

tem (Vermeerbergen 2007).

Today, DeafSA, the Deaf Federation of South Africa, claims that ap-

proximately 500,000 South Africans use a sign language in their daily
lives.5 The vast majority of these are both audiologically deaf and cultur-

ally Deaf (see Note 1), although there is a small number of hearing peo-

ple, usually children of Deaf adults and/or professionals working closely

with members of the Deaf community, who also use SASL regularly and

frequently.

As mentioned above, another factor influencing any sign language is

the spoken language(s) used by the surrounding hearing community. In

post-apartheid South Africa there are eleven o‰cial languages (and even
more uno‰cial ones), all of them spoken languages. Many of these seem

to have been ‘‘transferred’’ at one point into a form of simultaneous com-

munication, i.e., a combination of the spoken language and signs. There

are no studies on the influence of spoken language structures on sign lan-

guage structures in South Africa or on the influence of the use of ‘‘signed

spoken languages,’’ but we may assume that this influence has been pres-

ent (Akach et al. 2009). What is interesting, though, is that in the past

eleven regional Deaf groups were identified, each with their own sign
‘‘variant,’’ to a certain extent linked to di¤erent spoken language com-

munities (Penn 1992). It used to be common practice to talk about Sotho

Sign Language, Zulu Sign Language, etc., and some—Deaf and hearing

—people still do so today. The issue of one South African sign language

versus many is a very sensitive one in post-apartheid South Africa

(Aarons and Akach 2002). It may very well be that as a result of apart-

heid education and social policies, di¤erent sign languages developed

and in the past DeafSA itself assumed that there were eleven di¤erent
sign languages. Their stance changed in 1996 when they stopped using

at least eleven interpreters at DeafSA meetings and started employing

only two interpreters who were hearing children of Deaf adults and who
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interpreted alternately. To everyone’s surprise there was hardly any mis-

understanding. As Akach et al. (2009) maintain, it is clear that the choice

between ‘‘one South African Sign Language or many’’ (cf. Aarons and

Akach 2002) is determined more by sociopolitical factors than by inher-

ently linguistic ones. Today, the o‰cial policy, including DeafSA’s, is to

talk about one sign language only, i.e., South African Sign Language

(SASL). SASL is not one of the o‰cial languages, but ‘‘sign language’’
is mentioned explicitly in the Constitution of the Republic of South

Africa, as adopted on 8 May 1996, as one of the other languages of South

Africa that ‘‘must be promoted and adequate conditions for its ongoing

development and use must be created.’’ DeafSA actively lobbies for

SASL to become the twelfth o‰cial language. One of their arguments is

that there are more users of SASL than of the smallest four of the o‰cial

languages: Tsonga, Swazi, Ndebele, and Venda (Glaser 2007).

Finally, the 1996 South African Schools Act states that ‘‘A recognised
Sign Language has the status of an o‰cial language for purposes of learn-

ing at a public school.’’ Thus, SASL has the status of medium of instruc-

tion in schools (at least, that is how the 1996 Act can be interpreted) that

are set up specifically to cater for the needs of deaf pupils. Glaser (2007)

states that in South Africa there are 43 schools for pupils with hearing

loss. She mentions a study by Van Dijk et al. (2004) in which 32 of those

schools participated in a questionnaire survey with a total number of 664

teachers and 6215 pupils. Only twelve schools claim that they use ‘‘Sign
Language’’ as the communication instructional approach, and one school

claims to be ‘‘bilingual–bicultural,’’ but even in the SASL-medium

schools, communication will not always be through SASL in actual daily

practice today. The problem, according to Glaser (2007), is that the ma-

jority of those 664 (hearing) teachers have limited or no skills in SASL.

Moreover, there are relatively few Deaf teachers—only 35 Deaf educa-

tors and 54 Deaf teaching assistants.

3. Research design

3.1. Methodology

The research project was so designed that per province one Deaf inter-

viewer would interview six Deaf people from their own province with dif-

ferent personal histories (hearing parents/Deaf parents, [further] educa-
tion/no [further] education, etc.) through SASL. These interviews would

be videotaped and the tapes would be sent to the researchers for further

analysis. The two South African partners contacted DeafSA, the Deaf
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Federation of South Africa, to select Deaf ‘‘leaders’’ from the nine South

African provinces. These leaders were subsequently invited to a one-day

workshop at the University of the Free State at Bloemfontein in which

the goals and the methodology of our study were explained through

SASL by the Deaf South African partner. The Deaf leaders were then

given a list of topics and questions which could be used as a guideline

for the interviews. Next to some personal information (rendered anony-
mous), all the questions concentrated on communication in di¤erent do-

mains. The Deaf leaders were then given some time to simulate interviews

and were specifically trained to try and elicit longer narratives, rather

than one-word answers. Following this one-day workshop, interviewers

returned home and were asked to select and interview at least six Deaf

people with di¤erent profiles.

Unfortunately fieldwork in the South African Deaf community was

more problematic than had been anticipated. The South African Deaf
community is often portrayed as one big community, but obviously it

consists of many micro-communities, each with their own sensitivities.

One example is that it was decided it would be easier (for a number of

reasons) to ask the Deaf leader from Gauteng to also interview people in

neighboring Mpumalanga. The Gauteng interviewer was rejected as the

Mpumalanga interviewees wondered why none of them had been invited

for the training and subsequent interviewing.6 The result of all the di‰-

culties is that in Mpumalanga, Gauteng, Northern Cape, and Western
Cape the two South African partners had to conduct the interviews them-

selves.

Since it is impossible to include information from all the interviews,

this paper will focus on a limited number of interviews and on (the

break-down of ) communication in educational settings.

3.2. Informants

For this paper eighteen of the narratives will be used. This is not repre-

sentative of the South African Deaf community, but it should give some

idea of the current communicative practices of people who share the fact

that they are Deaf and live in South Africa, but who di¤er in many other

aspects. Ten narratives were told by women and eight by men. Nine in-

formants were black, four colored, two Indian, and three white. Four

people came from the Western Cape, three from the Northern Cape,

four from Mpumalanga, five from KwaZulu Natal, one from Limpopo,
and one from Gauteng. With respect to their ages, two were born in the

1950s, four in the 1960s, eight in the 1970s, and four in the 1980s. Two

had Deaf parents, the others had hearing parents.
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3.3. Linguistic ethnography

Studying Deaf people’s communicative practices can be carried out in
various ways, but linguistic ethnography has proven very rewarding for

a number of reasons. Like Cameron et al. (1992: 9), we can and want to

give explanatory weight to the informants’ accounts of themselves—al-

though we certainly do not claim to put absolute faith in those accounts.

The fact that most Deaf South Africans are functionally illiterate (Glaser

2007) has major consequences in terms of access by researchers since it is

impossible to use any form of writing when collecting data: written ques-

tionnaires, written bipolar scales, etc., are out of the question.7 Research
needs to be conducted through SASL and that is necessarily face to face.

Moreover, ‘‘Deaf informants are likely to feel more comfortable sharing

their feelings with another deaf person’’ (Burns et al. 2001: 189). We

therefore tried to involve local Deaf people as interviewers. As such we

would like to call this ‘‘empowering research’’ or ‘‘research on, for and

with. One of the things we take the [. . .] ‘with’ to imply is the use of inter-

active or dialogic research methods, [. . .]. It is the centrality of interaction

‘with’ the researched that enables research to be empowering in our
sense’’ (Cameron et al. 1992: 22; emphasis in the original). Unfortunately,

as explained above, it was not always possible to fully maintain this

arrangement.

The interviews were interpreted into spoken English by the hearing

South African partner. The interpretations were subsequently written up

in written English, which then served as the basis for our research.8 Al-

though this method obviously has shortcomings with regard to reliability

and accuracy, working with the written English versions has two key ad-
vantages:

– One major benefit is that the corpus can be rendered anonymous.

When collecting sign language, data researchers necessarily have to

use video recording. Adding the video recordings to the original data
as an attachment (on a DVD or via an accompanying Web site)

would reveal the identity of the signing interviewee, which would be

ethically objectionable because anonymity was guaranteed.

– One of the main reasons why there are so few Deaf academics is that

there are no publication forums in their own sign languages. Deaf

academics in countries with English as an important spoken language

are usually able to publish in English, but for Deaf academics from

countries with other languages this is extremely di‰cult since learning
a second spoken/written language is an enormous challenge for many

Deaf people. That is an even more daunting obstacle for Deaf non-

academics. It is estimated that one in three deaf adults in South Africa
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is functionally illiterate and that for the average deaf school leaver

‘‘reading levels are low, apparently ranging between first and fourth

grade’’ (Aarons and Glaser 2002: 1), so that exchange of information

by means of a written form of English (or any of the other spoken lan-

guages in South Africa) is very much restricted.

Many interviewers and interviewees agreed to participate because they

had their own agendas and we agree with Cameron et al. (1992: 133)

that ‘‘research should try to address them’’: they were delighted by the

fact that they had the opportunity to recount their life stories, since for

most the stories were known within the Deaf community, but it was the

first time that they would be heard (or read) outside the Deaf community.
Both interviewers and interviewees embraced the opportunity to be given

‘‘a voice’’ in the hearing (and especially in the academic) world.

4. Deaf perspectives

4.1. Communication barriers

One aspect of communication that is shared by all interviewees is the gen-

eral sense of miscommunication with and misunderstanding of the educa-

tors, which is a feeling that can be found in many Deaf communities

around the world (e.g., also in Flanders [Van Herreweghe and Vermeer-

bergen 1998]). This occurred to Deaf people who were mainstreamed into

a regular school:

(1) (colored woman in her forties)

(. . .) and I went to a hearing school as well and I misunderstood

everything although I went to an English school.

But it also occurred to those who remained in deaf education, both in

schools which advocate oralism (i.e., especially in the non-black deaf

schools):

(2) (Indian woman in her twenties with Deaf parents)

But when I went to school first time, I saw a lot of deaf people [. . .],

the older kids, signing away and I was very glad because they were

deaf like me and I could identify with them and on the playground I

could understand everything they were saying. But when I went to

the classroom and I was hit on my hands and told not to sign this

was a big shock for me. And we misunderstood a lot of things.

and more recently in schools which advocate ‘‘total communication’’:
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(3) (black woman in her twenties)

And the teachers . . . in classes for deaf people, teachers use total

communication. They sign and speak at the same time. Sometimes

we misunderstand the teachers, what they say on the lips and what

they sign is not the same, so you get the information wrong. [. . .]

The teachers forced me to sign and to speak at the same time, but I

couldn’t. Yeah, there were some hard-of-hearing or partially deaf
people who spoke and signed at the same time, but not us who

were deaf-deaf. [. . .] And whenever we deaf-deaf people did not un-

derstand, then the teacher asked these hard-of-hearing pupils to

teach us and they ought to explain things to us if we did not under-

stand the teacher. That was strange.

The lack of communication between hearing teacher and deaf pupil is

something that has also been observed and described in deaf education

in many western countries. It is sometimes maintained that these common

negative experiences are the backbone of Deaf communities. The fact that

many deaf children grow up understanding each other but not their

teachers creates on the one hand a sense of solidarity among the children,
while on the other hand it increases a sense of alienation from hearing so-

ciety (Schein 1989). For many this situation lies at the heart of what it

means to be Deaf and has become part of Deaf identity (Ladd 2003). It

is often claimed that this is one of the (positive[?], or at least unifying) ef-

fects of oralism. What we can see here is indeed the fact that the negative

communicative experiences create a bond between Deaf people, a feeling

of solidarity which appears to extend beyond ethnicity—and this is very

significant in a country like South Africa. The Deaf community is often
regarded as the ‘‘family of choice’’ replacing the ‘‘family of origin,’’ even

when other members of the same Deaf community do not have the same

ethnic background. The main reason for this seems to lie in the fact that

considerable communication barriers within the family of origin become

surmountable in the family of choice:

(4) (colored man in his thirties)

Well, you see, I am the only deaf in the family. I have a brother and a

sister, they don’t sign at all and I can’t communicate with them. I visit

them, I see them, but I stay with the Deaf Community of Cape Town

(the DCCT). That’s my home. I never communicate with my family.

There’s silence. We just look at each other and that’s it. Nothing, we

don’t say anything to each other. Or when I want something, I will try
to use my voice and . . . or I will pull them and go and show them what

I really want. Or they will hold my hand and lead me to whatever

thing I want. That’s not nice communication, so I stay at DCCT.
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4.2. Di¤erent dimensions of power relations

Foucaultians maintain that power is organized and manifested through
knowledge. The overwhelming presence in our data of communication

barriers and the ensuing lack of knowledge as expressed by the Deaf in-

formants entail that the power relations can be defined in terms of ‘‘colo-

nialism’’ as put forward by Lane (1993) and Ladd (2003). Ladd (2003: 79)

uses Merry’s definition of colonialism involving an unequal power rela-

tionship between two groups where ‘‘[o]ne not only controls and rules

the other, but also endeavors to impose its cultural order on the subordi-

nate group’’ (Merry 1991: 894; emphasis by Ladd 2003) and applies this
definition to Deaf cultures because:

The more closely I examined Deaf cultures, the more obvious it became that these

cultures were not only directly a¤ected by majority cultures, but that their own

cultural patterns had become shaped by both acquiescence to and resistance

against, that cultural domination. (Ladd 2003: 79)

In the South African data, the power relations came to light in di¤erent

dimensions: hearing versus Deaf, white versus non-white, teacher versus

pupil (or more generally, adult versus child). A coalescence of some or

all of these power relations can lead to complete acquiescence or passivity

in a person. A colored Deaf woman, now in her thirties, talks about her
school experiences with white teachers/nuns:

(5) And in the school we weren’t allowed to sign, we were sitting on our

hands, but with the deaf people outside, yes, we could sign. [. . .] I

can speak a little. It’s very di‰cult for me to use my voice, very dif-

ficult. So I was a very reserved person, I was very very shy, I didn’t

want to use my voice. [. . .] At [. . .] school, I remember we went on

strike to fight to be able to do matric.9 [. . .] And all of us fought

and everybody was sent out of school but for me, I came back to
school. [. . .] I was passive, the nuns liked me for this, I never went

on strike again, I was passive, so I said yes to everything, so I could

get a lot of things, but I never expressed myself.

A colored Deaf man who went to school in the 1980s states that the op-

pressive treatment of those pupils who lacked competence in speechread-

ing and/or speaking skills often led to an almost complete exclusion from

participation in classroom activities, as they had to face the wall and

could not rely on their eyes or ears to have contact with others:

(6) And if that happened that you wrote what you don’t understand or

that you did not answer the question or answered but answered

wrongly, then you were punished by being sent to the corner of the
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classroom and face the wall without looking at the other kids. This

was treatment like monkeys really. And . . . so those that could speak

or could lipread were the best in the classroom, but those who could

not, got punished all the time by standing facing the wall without

communicating with anybody. [. . .]

The consequences of such treatment impacts strongly not only on the in-

dividual’s development as a person, but also on the Deaf community, or

as Ladd states about deaf education in Great Britain (and by extension

also applicable elsewhere):

Thus when Deaf children receive such a shamefully oppressive education, it is not

only the individual who is damaged, but the community in which s/he will grow up

to become an active participant. If Deaf children leave school not only unable to

read or write, but unaware of their Deaf community, unaware too of how society

works, how can they hope to run the clubs, sports, cultural events and poitical

(sic) organisations which characterise Deaf community life? Seen from this posi-

tion, therefore, we can observe that oppression visited on Deaf children is in fact

a double oppression. (Ladd 2003: 16; emphasis in the original)

A striking example of some of our informants’ lack of societal awareness
is related to the fact that most claim that as a child they only had limited

knowledge of what apartheid, so prevalent in South Africa, was:

(7) (colored woman in her forties)

During the apartheid time, I must be honest, I did not know what

apartheid was all about, as many deaf people did not know. All I re-

member is what my mother used to talk about, we were in the train
and then we had to sit in a certain part of the train and the white

people would sit on the other side. So, I never understood.

Even young adults claim that they did not really know what apartheid

was all about:

(8) (black woman in her twenties)

It is only during my high school that we were talking about apartheid

[. . .] Many of us, we didn’t know what was going on as children. We
knew that apartheid was a dangerous thing [. . .], but how it was hap-

pening, we didn’t know. [. . .] I was living in a closed room not

knowing what was happening outside. And during the apartheid,

when there was curfew, we were locked inside and I didn’t know

the reason why. [. . .] And when the doors were open and we would

go out and go places, we didn’t know what would happen next.

You do not have to be a Foucaultian to conclude that this type of lack

of knowledge and awareness indeed leads to an overwhelming sense of

powerlessness.
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4.3. Influence of educational practices on the family

The controlling behavior of the South African hearing teachers was some-
times so strong that its e¤ects were felt in the family. A colored Deaf man

in his thirties states that:

(9) The punishment of standing and facing the wall was so widespread

that everyone else’s mothers and fathers used it and said: ‘‘If you are
naughty . . .’’, then you were made to stand facing the wall, day or

night.

For deaf children, this type of punishment means that they are completely
excluded from any form of human contact: since deaf children and adults

are forced to rely on vision to create a sense of security, this type of pun-

ishment diminishes a child’s sense of home as a safe haven.

An additional aspect in which the school could exert significant influ-

ences on the family is related to signing. A white Deaf woman in her

forties who has Deaf parents recounts that her Deaf parents were advised

by the school not to sign with their three deaf daughters:

(10) [. . .] at our school we were not allowed to sign at all, but my two

sisters went to the same school and we could not sign at the school.

We are three sisters, all deaf, so we stayed at the school from Mon-

day to Friday, but then we came home every Friday for the week-

end, but the nuns warned my parents that the children should not
use sign language at home. And the parents followed that and

could not even sign to the nuns. They just accepted everything

that the nuns said. We were too little to understand anything and

we could not communicate with our parents.

This is all the more striking since in most Deaf communities it is the deaf

children of Deaf adults who frequently become the leaders within the

Deaf community, as they have been raised in the community’s sign lan-

guage and culture and their main socialization into this culture took place

at home (which is clearly di¤erent from deaf children of hearing parents).

The same white Deaf woman in her forties talks about her parents and

the communication practices at home:

(11) They locked themselves in the bedrooms and signed there [. . .].

When they came out, they tried to speak to us. When I was

twelve–thirteen years old, I realized that my parents were actually

deaf. Because I had thought all along that they were hearing. And I
realized that they were deaf like me, as deaf as I was [. . .]. I was

completely confused. [. . .] and when we went home, we were sup-

posed to speak, so at dinner time, we had our hands down, on
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cutleries, and were supposed to speak just like hearing people. And

whenever I tried to use my hands my parents would hold my hands

politely and push them down and say: ‘‘Please, just use no hands.’’

The phrase at home was: ‘‘Please, no hands, no hands. Just speak.’’

For deaf children of Deaf parents the family of choice usually coalesces

with the family of origin. However, for certain (many?) usually white

deaf children of Deaf parents in South Africa, socialization into Deaf cul-

ture did not seem to have taken place at home.

4.4. Stigmatization of signing

As a result of communication barriers, uneven power relations, and the

suppression of signing, both the notion and the act of signing became

highly stigmatized for many Deaf South Africans. Many of the inform-

ants referred to SASL as ‘‘monkey language,’’ a term which was used

both by deaf children and by their hearing families and which is unques-

tionably indexical of their attitudes toward signing:

(12) (white woman in her forties)

And at school, because the kids knew, all the kids were from hear-

ing parents, they really teased us: ‘‘Your parents are deaf ’’, ‘‘They

sign’’, ‘‘Look, it’s the language of monkeys’’ and this really upset

me [. . .].

(13) (black woman in her twenties)

My family speaks to me, they use speech with me. I try to lipread

them, but they try to make me say something or to use my voice,
. . . I don’t. I write it down. So then they force me to speak and

they tell me: ‘‘Don’t be like a monkey, speak!’’

Obviously, since all of the informants were interviewed in SASL by a

SASL user, they have overcome the stigmatization, and all claim that
‘‘sign language’’ is ‘‘their own language.’’ But for a number of, especially

white, deaf people, sign language is still not always acceptable and has a

very low status:

(14) (white woman in her forties)

And I have some friends who I went to school with in Hout Bay,

they have never changed their ways, they don’t sign and so they

have to . . . they speak to me and we lipread each other.

This is all the more important because for a very long time, the few Deaf

‘‘leaders’’ in South Africa were white and raised orally. The first organi-

zation which claimed to speak on behalf of all the deaf people in South
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Africa was SANCD (South African National Council for the Deaf ). It

was founded in 1929 by hearing people and was run as a charity with

the aim of dealing with the ‘‘poor White problem’’ (DeafSA 1998: 34).

Throughout its lifetime, the focus of SANCD seemed biased toward

white deaf South Africans as opposed to colored, Indian, and black deaf

South Africans. In 1995, SANCD contacted the World Federation of the

Deaf (WFD) to become a member, but the WFD would not accept mem-
bership from an organization with a majority of hearing people in the

governing bodies, so that SANCD was dissolved and in its place DeafSA

(Deaf Federation of South Africa) emerged (DeafSA 1998: 35). Never-

theless, it was not until 2003 that the first non-white deaf people were ap-

pointed to DeafSA as national director and as chairperson. For a very

long time SASL was not considered an issue to be dealt with by the o‰-

cial representatives of deaf South Africans and it remained highly stigma-

tized. The South African situation can be explained by Ladd’s concept of
colonization as he applies it to the British Deaf community:

This form of colonisation [. . .] not only removed potential Deaf leadership, but

produced generations of English-using leaders who could be relied on to produce

oralist discourses at critical political moments. (Ladd 2003: 181)

4.5. Issues of multilingualism

Issues of communication are far more complex in the South African Deaf

community than what has been described for other Deaf communities be-

cause of the many spoken languages that are being used in the country

(although it may be typical of multilingual countries in general, but to
our knowledge that has not been studied before). Deaf people are ex-

pected to be able to speechread various spoken languages:

(15) (black woman in her twenties about her hearing family)

I’m completely deaf, try to lipread and . . . it’s very di‰cult, but I

can lipread a bit of isiVenda and English, but mostly I write isi-

Venda or English. My language is sign language, but they all don’t

understand sign language.

One of the informants told us that she grew up in an Afrikaans-speaking

family, but that the family decided to change to English when she became

deaf since the Afrikaans-medium deaf school was too far away and she

was sent to an English-medium deaf school. Nevertheless, even though

the family may have decided to switch to English (and for speakers of Af-
rikaans in South Africa, switching to English can be a very delicate mat-

ter), her story reveals that their actual practices were not all that straight-

forward:
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(16) (colored woman in her forties)

My first sister actually speaks Afrikaans, but when the others were

born they spoke English so that they could speak with me. So I

grew up in an Afrikaans family but they changed to English and as

I grew up I misunderstood everything in the family because they

were speaking Afrikaans. [. . .] But as I became a little older, in high

school, my father started to speak to me in English and I learned to
lipread him very well, so I understood him very well. So he actually

interpreted from Afrikaans into English through speech to me.

Moreover, if they want to have optimal access to information, Deaf
South Africans, like hearing South Africans, need to be able to read vari-

ous written languages:

(17) (black woman in her twenties)

I’ll watch TV when there are subtitles, then I’ll read those. SABC2
is with more subtitles, so I like that. [. . .] There, subtitles are in En-

glish, of course, and I can read and write English. For example, the

programme Sewende Laan10 and I also watch Muvhango11 [. . .]

they have subtitles and I love those because they have subtitles. If

there aren’t, I don’t watch as I don’t understand what they’re say-

ing. [. . .]. Subtitles must be in the spoken language that they under-

stand and for me it is English.

This multilingualism does not only hold for various spoken languages,

but can be applied to sign languages as well:

(18) (black woman in her twenties)

When I went to VN Naik School it was very di‰cult for me. There

was a di¤erent culture. They were not using South African Sign Lan-

guage, they were using American Sign Language, it was di‰cult for

me. I wanted to run away and go back home. But my parents said:

‘‘You can’t do that. The most important thing for you is your edu-
cation. It doesn’t matter which sign language they use. You just

have to stay in school and study, because that’s your future.’’

Due to the widespread multilingualism, sometimes a situation of complex
code mixing involving various (spoken) languages occurs:

(19) (black woman in her twenties)

So when I went to this school the signing was quite di¤erent. They

were signing and speaking siSwati at the same time, it was very dif-
ficult for me to understand. And most of the teachers were using no

signs at all, they were just using speech. But after some time they

changed from siSwati to English. So they had English on their
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mouth, and they were signing and speaking English at the same

time. So we had to look at the lips of the teachers and write what-

ever they were trying to say. It was very di‰cult for me to under-

stand the teachers. [. . .] Then came another teacher who was speak-

ing Zulu, not English.

This seems to be occurring quite frequently at deaf schools in South Af-

rica today. In a number of schools visited we have observed that even

though the o‰cial spoken language used on the school premises is En-
glish, a lot of code mixing occurs with other spoken languages as well,

resulting in di¤erent forms of simultaneous communication. There are

teachers who combine signing with a spoken language other than English,

either because they feel they are not fluent enough in English to be able to

combine English mouthings with signs and/or because they think it is not

important in which language their mouthings are being produced as they

think that the pupils only watch their hands, not their mouths. They

would sometimes even shift from English mouthings to mouthings in an-
other language and back again, which must be extremely confusing for

deaf pupils. More research in these di¤erent forms of simultaneous com-

munication with di¤erent forms of code mixing is called for.

5. Conclusions

Using linguistic ethnography to study communicative practices in Deaf

educational settings has yielded interesting insights. Clearly prominent is

a general sense of miscommunication and misunderstanding. In a multi-

lingual country like South Africa, this is more complicated than in many

other (western) countries. Deaf informants have talked about miscommu-

nication through the use of imported sign languages (e.g., American Sign

Language) and forms of simultaneous communication (e.g., Signing Ex-
act English), and about the presence of various spoken languages so that

speechreading can be very confusing (some people do not even know

which language they are trying to speechread). At the same time, these

common experiences seem to have shaped their Deaf identity, in the sense

that alienation from hearing people has led to solidarity among Deaf peo-

ple (even from di¤erent ethnicities). For many informants the family of

origin cannot be found within the Deaf community, but it does function

as a family of choice. Deaf identities are shaped by socialization with
Deaf peers on the school playground and in the school hostels.

The narratives have corroborated Ladd (2003)’s concept of ‘‘hearing

colonialism.’’ Unequal power relations could be revealed at di¤erent
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levels in the educational system. They clearly show that in South Africa

Deaf people su¤er from a ‘‘double oppression’’ (2003: 16), where the sup-

pression of the use of SASL in the classroom has contributed to its low

status: the fact that SASL was frequently called a ‘‘monkey language’’ is

clearly indexical. Also remarkable is the fact that the di¤erent educational

communicative policies of the (recent) past can still be felt among some of

our informants today. It seems there is still a di¤erence between non-
white and white deaf people (although this may be too bold a statement,

more research is clearly needed here). In the former group, there is a

fairly rapid change with respect to language attitudes: more and more

people are advocating the use of SASL, not only in their daily lives, but

also in education. And indeed, today school practices gradually seem to

be transforming. In the latter group, we found that doubts about the lin-

guistic status of sign languages remain quite strong, although within this

part of the Deaf community as well, the oralist discourses are (gradually)
on the decline and school practices are changing. It would be very in-

teresting to examine these changes by means of a follow-up study using

non-participant observation to get a clearer picture of today’s educational

situation.

Nevertheless, the SASL interview format yielded fascinating narratives

and as such the project has aligned itself with Ladd (2003: 80; emphasis in

the original), who notes ‘‘that the time is also right to o¤er a Deaf histor-

ical reading, a counter-narrative which disrupts what many Deaf people
would call the ‘hearing’ hegemony’’ and who also claims that these

counter-narratives—such as the ones we collected—can be the start of re-

sistance thinking:

I contend, therefore, that although at a later stage it is absolutely necessary to ex-

amine and qualify minority group narratives, an academic space must, in the first

instance, be established which recognises the existence of ‘counter-narratives’ in

themselves, a pole around which resistance thinking can even be organised.

(Ladd 2003: 80–81)

As such, the study places itself within the paradigm of ‘‘critical ethnogra-

phy’’ and the results are in line with Behar’s (1996: 177) provocative con-

tention that ‘‘anthropology that doesn’t break your heart just isn’t worth

doing.’’

Notes

1. As is customary in the literature on Deaf communities—although more and more chal-

lenged—we shall use ‘‘Deaf ’’ with a capital letter D for deaf people regarding them-
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selves as members of a linguistic and cultural minority group of sign language users re-

gardless of their degree of hearing loss.

2. The authors would like to thank Philemon Akach and Emily Matabane for having

acted as contact persons toward the Deaf interviewers, for having led the workshop,

and for having interpreted the interviews into spoken English.

3. Even though we certainly do not endorse this kind of segregation, it has become quite

common in South Africa to distinguish these four di¤erent groups and as such that will

be done in this paper as well.

4. More information about the Paget–Gorman sign system can be found at http://

www.pgss.org/.

5. It must be mentioned that in publications these numbers vary greatly, from 1.6 million

(SANCD 1994) to 383,408/313,583 (1996, 2001 census) (Glaser 2007).

6. Moreover, the camera and tapes of one interviewer were stolen and he did not want to

redo the interviews with another camera. Even worse was that fate struck a second time

in that some of the videotapes with data were stolen from a car before back-ups had

been made. Hence some of the interviews need to be redone at a later stage, but since

the project has ended (and we have run out of project money) this is quite problematic.

7. Cf. Matthews (1996) who first used written questionnaires, but as there was very little

response he and his team decided to travel through the country to meet with inform-

ants and give them a chance to respond in Irish Sign Language.

8. Unfortunately we could not ask the interviewees to check whether the written English

narratives are a good translation of what they explained in SASL, since some inter-

viewees’ English is not good enough to be able to do this.

9. ‘‘Matric’’ or ‘‘matriculation’’ is a necessary requirement to enter higher education in

South Africa.

10. I.e., a soap mainly in Afrikaans, but with a lot of code switching into English and sub-

titled in English.

11. I.e., a program in isiVenda with a lot of code switching into English and subtitled in

English.
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