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Deaf vs Hearing: The ongoing battle


Introduction

This essay will cover four different areas based on the theme of De/constructing the Human: Self, Identity and Other. The four areas are “Self”, “Identities'', “Psychology”, and “Culture”. It will be broken down into; how the D/deaf world and hearing world can sometimes blend and other times clash. How D/deaf people feel that the hearing world is taking over and dominating the D/deaf world and the barriers that exist which can be broken down easily, but nothing or no one is doing anything about it. 

As a deaf adult, throughout my life I have faced a lot of barriers. Despite improvements in access over the years through the advancement of ever evolving technology, there is still a long way to go in educating people. As an example, people/lecturers should always come prepared with subtitles when presenting videos for D/deaf students or students that have difficulty hearing and rely on lip reading or subtitles. There needs to be more training on basic D/deaf awareness in the working environment. Little things like that can make a massive difference to someone with hearing loss.

There are numerous artists and designers that have inspired me. In particular ones that were in a similar situation to me. Particularly any Deaf artist or designer who has faced struggles and overcome them through their work or demonstrated their struggles visually through pieces they produce, one artist being Harry Williams, this artist faced difficulty adjusting to the ‘hearing world’ stating that “He knew that hearing people would buy his works if he painted what they could understand more easily” (Williams. H, 2002), this emphasises not only the struggle of D/deaf people communicating with the hearing community, but also the lack of understanding of the deaf culture within the hearing community.     

An artist who inspired me the most is graphic designer Pan Wai Ling, she graduated from university producing mostly art and photography work. This graphic designer has had everyday struggles similar to those I have faced such as communication barriers including friendship groups that lead to feeling left out. Interestingly, the one thing Pan Wai Ling wished hearing people would understand is “... we can do everything except hearing. I hope they shouldn’t say it pitiful when they find out we are deaf. We didn’t ask to be born like this and please do not mock our sign language (BIM).” (Ismail. E, 2020). This is a powerful statement, outlining the lack of educational and social understanding of deaf awareness.

Another barrier is access to “effective communication at university, such as being able to access verbal information in lectures and tutorials. There are also social and emotional barriers such as the D/deaf student feeling isolated or different, or other people feeling uncomfortable or uncertain about how to communicate with a D/deaf person” (The University of Strathclyde Glasgow, 2022)

Hearing people are unconsciously dominating D/deaf people. For example hearing people often see sign language as aggressive or rude whereas it is effectively their ‘native tongue’, thus, what else should they do? Talk?. This can cause clashes and most commonly the hearing person tends to tell the D/deaf person to stop signing for fear of embarrassment or lack of understanding the language and culture of BSL (British Sign Language). Many artists demonstrated these struggles within their art, showing the clear barrier between hearing culture and deaf culture, such as facing social exclusion because of the communication barriers that D/deaf people face. Imagine if that was the other way around and hearing people were told not to speak because their language was seen as rude and to only use their hands to sign, upon which they have minimal understanding. This difference can often lead to D/deaf people suffering with their mental health. 

“11 million people in the UK are deaf or hard of hearing.
There are 151,000 BSL users in the UK.
Deaf people are more likely to:
· have poor mental health - up to 50%, compared to 25% for the general population
· be unemployed - 65% of working age deaf people are in employment, compared to 79% of the general population”
(Gov.Uk, 2022)
The statistics above show that 35% of D/deaf people in the UK are unemployed compared to 21% of hearing people. Is that because there is difficulty for D/deaf people to access jobs or that D/deaf people are predominantly lazier? Does this potentially lead to mental health problems and the feeling of hearing people taking over D/deaf people and their rights to equal access? All these are questions I hope to raise and answer throughout the course of this essay.
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Culture
Culture is compared to a life of art, every culture has their own beliefs, values, language, religion, dress and history depending on which country you live in. (Pier. M, 2022). Different cultures can benefit worldwide understanding, allowing individuals to unite with others, promoting equality and diversity in society. 

Identity
There are many different types of identity that are divided and come together as one unique suitable identity for the person. However, everyone has their own identity. Identities can be broken down into “cultural identity, professional identity, ethnic and national identity, religious identity, gender identity, and disability identity.” (Diaz. E, 2022)

Deaf vs Hearing Culture

From a young age, I have been immersed in both the hearing and deaf cultures and how they both perceive their way of doing things as the correct or ‘best’ way. There are lots of similarities in both cultures, however they do clash in a number of ways. 
The biggest similarity is that they both use ‘English’ as their written format, however, their signed or spoken language is very much different in terms of structure and linguistics. 

Many hearing people who are not aware or educated about deafness believe that deaf is the ‘’inability to hear’’, this can shape hearing people’s attitudes negatively towards deafness, as hearing people are unaware of the history, values and culture that is involved around deafness. The deaf culture is a community that will continue to grow.  

Deaf Culture

“Deaf culture is a complex social phenomenon that cannot be easily defined. In general, Deaf culture refers to people who are deaf or hard of hearing because of hearing loss and share a common language (British Sign Language), values, and traditions. Deaf culture is not about being disabled; it is about belonging to a community with its unique way of life.” (Williams. R, 2022)

Some view sign language as a “Silent body”, “muted”, and “dumb”, just some of the words used for D/deaf or sign language users in the 1980s. (Padden. C, and Humphires. T, 2005) 
But as the language has evolved people have started to realise that BSL shouldn’t be described as a ‘silent body’ and this can be linked to the increase in Deaf awareness overtime especially in the media, education settings, and generally just educating the everyday person. 
“The beginning of the 21st century, most of us will have noticed that over the past 20 years, D/deaf people themselves have become more visible. Those who have not known a deaf person or had a D/deaf friend at some point in their lives, will know nothing of the existence of British Sign Language unless seeing a D/deaf person from the television media.” (Ladd, P. 2003) 
In D/deaf culture, the language and the way people use sign language is a very direct response, but it depends on the context and people's expression to determine meaning. “For example, a D/deaf person might refer to someone as a person with a big nose, which would be an accurate description of the person. Whereas in hearing culture, this would be considered rude.” (Williams. R, 2022) 
When D/deaf people communicate, D/deaf people don’t just release hand signs, but also facial expressions as it is this which shows the meaning and ‘tone’ which is used in the spoken language. 
“Facial expressions are just as important for communication in sign language as using the hands and can have a huge impact on the meaning that is being conveyed” (Karp. M, 2020) 



Sign Language is not universal 
Sign language is not a universal language, for example American sign language (ASL) has a one hand alphabet, whereas British sign language (BSL) has a two-hand alphabet. Across the world, there are “more than 300 sign languages formally recognised” (Akorbi, 2022), this highlights that sign language is a broad term used for the fundamental ways for D/deaf people to communicate. Leading on from this point, since sign language is not a universal language, it can also cause communication barriers between D/deaf individuals in the global deaf culture. Focusing on ASL and BSL, these two languages only share “30% of signs” (Arizona Time, 2020), this can cause significant low levels of understanding between the two languages, as most of the sign language used between them are noticeably different. An international sign language has been made to tackle this issue; it is called “Gestuno” (Jones. T, 2001), and sets out for D/deaf individuals to communicate within the deaf community, for example this international language is used in “World Games for the Deaf and at the Deaf way conference and festival in Washington D.C” (Jones. T, 2001). Although this allows D/deaf people to internationally communicate with others within the deaf culture, it is still not extremely popular due to the lack of cultural understanding, creating this international sign language to become very limited. 



Hearing Culture

It is clear that the Hearing culture is more dominant than the deaf culture, for example there are approximately 67 million individuals that live in the UK (Pereira. R, 2021), with only 10-11 million of these individuals being D/deaf (Gov.UK ,2021). The hearing culture involves people communicating orally, valuing the spoken language (Williams,R,2022)

“The hearing culture is based on sound, listening and modernity. It can vary in different contexts such as saying the words in a different tone of voice will give off different meanings just as expressions do in the D/deaf culture. The involvement of technology consisting of telephone, phonograph, radio, and electronic “might lend to credence to claims of modernity’s being an auditory rather than a visual era” (Earlmann. V, 2004) 

This indicates that the evolution of technology is more focused on hearing people than any other. This is why a product I have started the design and manufacture process of - EasiVibrate - is designed to help communicate deaf and hearing people in the visual and touch sense, not just sound. 

Listening has come to play an important role in the way people perceive globalisation societies and how they manage “their everyday life as a subject of embodied, sensory and sonic ways enabled by electronic, information and digital technologies.” The development of technologies has enhanced the “hearing traversed the boundaries of musical, aesthetic and entertainment discourses of the old media to the very ordinary spheres of social life” 
(Kumar. R, 2022) 

“The term "hearing culture" probably emerged around the term "Deaf culture" which became adopted in the late 20th century.” (Lapiak. J, 2022)
Which again depicts the divide that deaf people have felt with them and their hearing counterparts for many years.

Case Study of Saleem (A young Deaf person)
The main issue is the fact that people think that those who use BSL can understand written English clearly (subtitles as an example) but in fact their sentence structure is completely different. “He struggles with English because of the differences with BSL in grammar and vocabulary”. (Gov.Uk, 2022)
When content doesn’t work well for him
Saleem finds it frustrating with certain captions, one caption specifically is ‘music playing’ without the contents of words to the music. A second issue is when captions do not incorporate different colours to make it clear who is talking, therefore it is easier when they contain different colours to create an inclusive audience to understand who is talking. There are also other materials that are available such as transcripts, however Saleem finds it difficult to read large blocks of texts, this is because Saleem does not find English easy to understand, creating transcripts difficult to read. Saleem stated that he needs transcripts in BSL and search engines to correct his spelling. 
(Gov.Uk, 2022)
When there’s no alternative for deaf people
Saleem is quite independent, therefore dislikes when his mum manages calls for him, this is because Saleem cannot hear over the phone. Saleem prefers contact through email, social media, or text. When filling out a form, Saleem is usually faced with the problem where he must enter his mobile number, however there is no space for Saleem to enter his desirable route of communication which is text messages rather than calls.
(Gov.Uk, 2022)
More research on hearing loss shows that it causes depression to some deaf-users
According to the research from the Healthy Hearing group, “11.4 percent of adults with self-reported hearing impairment had moderate to severe depression, while a greater percentage—19.1 percent—had mild depressive symptoms.” (Burrey. M, 2020) 
But it can get worse. From the research, if hearing-loss drops lower than the average, the chance of depression increases by 5%. This is because, according to one of the research parties - Milner states that, the deaf person can “lose connections and doesn’t understand what people are talking about,” Milner says. Responses that reference the discussion from a few minutes ago can make people appear disoriented. And it can also make them feel paranoid” (Burrey. M, 2020) 
Another reason is some D/deaf people think that other people could be talking about them as they know the deaf person wouldn’t understand or hear what they are saying.
According to Brian Wind, he did research and mentioned that, it isn't society and what people are talking about is making the deaf user become depressed. It is the gene side of the people’s brain and how they function, “Those who are hearing impaired may also be sending weaker auditory signals to our brains, which means our brain has to work harder to process sounds—resulting in a loss in function in other processes such as memory. Our neural pathways may reorganise, causing our brain to change the way they function, including the areas that regulate depressive symptoms” (Burrey. M, 2020)
Self-identity 
“The self-identity definition is combining the various roles individuals fulfil throughout their lives to form how they view themselves. At some times, one or another of these roles may be most important in the eyes of the individual. Some roles may completely disappear as new one’s manifest. As a result, the primary role of an individual, and thus their self-identity, can change due to life changes. Self-identity can be influenced by the identity’s others place on us. It can also be affected by one's social identity, which is the identity that one portrays when in public settings. Self-identity can change many times throughout the lifespan of a person. By establishing a self-identity, individuals can choose their priorities in terms of beliefs, values, actions, and life goal” (Helper. R, 2022)

Over the last few years there has always been a debate on whether D/deaf users view themselves as D/deaf or hard of hearing. According to the Atlantic group of researchers. They say that “Hearing aids and cochlear implants have improved the lives of the oral deaf, people with hearing loss who speak and may read lips rather than signing. But as technology advances, D/deaf people may soon have cochlear implants that are invisible to observers, which could challenge the community’s identity”. 
This indicates the rapid speed of technology evolving. In the future we may not be able to spot a D/deaf person unless they open up to themselves that they are D/deaf. That can be challenging for the person and the community they are immersed in, but at same time we need to respect everyone's identities and how they view themselves.

What is Deaf identity?
“From combining these definitions of deafness and identity, we can build a definition of deaf identity which is inclusive of all people who fall under the enormous hearing loss umbrella. Deaf identity is what you make of it. The language you use around your hearing loss, the manner or manners in which you communicate and the time you spend in the hearing and deaf communities creates your own deaf identity. That is not to say any one identity is any better than any other, but that the deaf identity of every person with hearing loss is unique to them. We all define our own deaf identity and that should be celebrated.” (Cryer. E, 2021)
There have also been some problems in people's attitude toward deaf people about how they view themselves as having a deaf identity or not. Quite often most people would say “You can speak, so you’re not really deaf’, or ‘You don’t sign, so you’re not really deaf”. (Cryer. E, 2021). Linking back to the graphic designer Pan Wai Ling and her statement ‘we are deaf. We didn’t ask to be born like this and please do not mock our sign language (BIM).” (Ismail. E, 2020).’ It is clear that many people do not understand deaf culture which causes many problems for D/deaf people in society. The lack of knowledge and poor attitude towards deaf culture can affect D/deaf people's confidence in public and can create fractions with hearing counterparts. Being D/deaf doesn’t mean that you only use BSL.  It is the hearing loss in your ear from birth or overtime that makes you classed as D/deaf, not the way in which you communicate.

People's thoughts on D/deaf?

Joanna R. Atkinson has stated that being deaf is someone who can’t hear any sound and relies solely upon lip-reading and/or sign language is like being in a voice-hallucination. (Atkinson. J, 2006)

“It is possible to harness a subvocal articulation model to “voice” phenomena in deaf signers. The areas of the brain employed for language processing in deaf signers are remarkably similar to those used by speech in hearing people. Neuroimaging studies have demonstrated that deaf signers exhibit similar lateralization and show activation in traditional language” (Atkinson. J, 2006)

This study shows that of course hearing people and deaf people will perceive the language the same and nothing different. But in their studies, Joanna R. Atkinson (2006) , it seems, is saying that hearing people are superior than deaf people and stated that deaf people by some crazy logic - despite having the same DNA - have the same part of their brain that responds to language. A quite ridiculous statement but one that is not unfamiliar to deaf people in the hearing world.
Another question I regularly get asked is “Do you class yourself as disabled?” I don’t see myself as disabled as I can do everything that able-bodied people can do.

Is being D/deaf a good thing?

A regular perception of being D/deaf is that all they want is to be hearing and everything is deemed to be negative. (Rachel Cooper, 2007) 
Whilst I agree with Rachel Cooper's view that being Deaf in a hearing world can be a struggle for some, it does depend on where you live. If there is no accessibility or communication support in place, then yes it can be difficult to blend into the hearing world for Deaf people who are fully Deaf who cannot verbalise their thoughts. 

“Following this line of thought, some Deaf parents have refused cochlear implants for their children, and others have refused genetic testing designed to enable the detection and abortion of deaf fetuses.” (Cooper. R, 2007) 

Following this statement, I do also agree for the parent to say no to cochlear implants of hearing aids for their child as they are young and have little or no knowledge of long-term effects of cochlear implants. However, when the child gets older and becomes an adult, they should then have the right to choose if they want to stick with being a full BSL user with little or no hearing or have hearing aids/cochlear or both.

Conclusion
Overall, I feel it is important to note that identity can be viewed in many forms. Whilst I see myself as Deaf, this has not always been the case as I was unaware of my identity and the people all around were hearing so I only saw myself as someone with a disability, not as I see myself now, as an empowered Deaf person. 
The essay has focused on 4 main areas: self-belief, identities, culture, and psychology. From the research I think it is clear that there needs to be some improvement in awareness over what deaf culture and identities are. I say this because, from first-hand experience, many Deaf people are told that they are being ‘rude’ or to ‘stop pointing’. However, communicating as a deaf person is visual, so things such as body language and sign language to describe something or someone, such as Gary Lineker, his ‘sign name’ is the cupping of both ears, which visualises his large ears. To a hearing person this is classed as rude but is merely a form of BSL to describe a well-known celebrity without having to fingerspell the name which leads to lack of flow in conversation and is not natural. To improve this problem, children can start learning some form of awareness in primary school that being visual isn’t rude for D/deaf people when describing or communicating. This could potentially improve all children's sensitivity in the future when it comes to some form of communication.
Another thing to be aware of is the difference between the languages of English and BSL. Yes, hearing people will see the word is English for BSL, but BSL is the visual version as there is no word you can type down for BSL, it becomes English once written down. This is where subtitles can be hard for BSL users as English is not their first language and a lot of the words written they may not know the meaning of. Having an option to have an interpreter on screen would improve access for all and allow for all to have equal access all the time on TV.
A Deaf person once said to me “I don’t see myself as disabled but as part of a linguistic minority, I can drive, read a book, play sports, cook and sing. My only struggle is communicating with hearing people. Who has the disability? Me or them?”
[image: ]

(Capewell. P, 2022)
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