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WORKING WITH OUR HANDS: THE DEAF STRUGGLE AND THE 'PROFESSIONAL' 
INTERPRETER/ TRANSLITERATOR

Zachary Hudson
New College of Florida, 2013

ABSTRACT

Practitioners have always known that sign language interpreters/transliterators occupy a unique 

social and cultural position relative to the communities in which they work. Unlike spoken language 

interpreting,  interpreters/transliterators  are  uniquely  positioned  'between worlds'.  Not  only  do  they 

bridge the gap between spoken and gestural language, they bridge the gap between the socially and 

culturally dominant hearing world and the culturally and linguistically marginalized world of the Deaf.

Yet  it  is  apparent  that  current  models  of  interpreting/transliterating  contribute  to  an 

estrangement between the hearing and Deaf worlds. This project explores the current state of affairs 

through its specific historical and epistemological explanations and suggests philosophical tools for 

developing alternatives to the reigning approach which might assist in the development of alternative 

visions of the future. 

Submitted to,  Aron Edidin
Division of Humanities
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Setting the Problem: Motivations and Struggles

“I was struggling to finish my dissertation, so late one winter afternoon [a colleague]  
told me about his own, completed several years earlier: “I spent lots of pages,” he said,  
“on motivation.”  A shock went  through me.  Motivation!  Could  this  be someone who  
understood, someone who shared my obsession about which topics were worth studying  
and why?

But  my excitement  dissipated...The dissertation  pages  he  referred  to  as  about  
“motivation”  discussed  philosophical,  not  personal,  difficulties  that  gave  rise  to  the  
problem he studied. In contrast, motivation for me was a matter of how a particular issue  
was connected with who I  am and who I want to be – a matter of why I should be  
working on this topic.”

Joyce Treblicot1 

I  feel a need to articulate  the general motivations which have lead me to this 

project, and to link these to the intentions which under-gird this thesis. First of all, I want 

to  become an American Sign Language Interpreter  and transliterator.  After a passing 

interest in American Sign Language, largely inspired by  Wittgenstein's philosophy of 

language, was expanded into an Independent Study Project, I met a series of individuals 

and had a series of experiences that deeply affected my academic path, my understanding 

of my own potential, and my vision of the future. 

In the course of this ISP, and later tutorials, I had the great pleasure to work with 

an  incredible  interpreter/transliterator  named  Charlene  McCarthy  who,  with  inspired 

energy, dedicated herself to teaching myself and several other students the rudiments of 

ASL.  She was selected based on only the most basic research of interpreters in the area, 

and was the only person we called willing to give us the time of day. Although I was 

1 Dyke Ideas: Process, Politics, Daily Life,  1994, 59-60
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unaware of it at the start of our first ISP meeting, I understand now that we couldn't have 

been luckier to have found her. Of all the potential candidates for teaching us ASL, we 

found an individual who was not only willing to commit her time and energy to a group 

of naive strangers for what was essentially, a pittance. I am astounded, given what I now 

know, that we managed to find someone as deeply passionate about exposing us to the 

complex and beautiful world of the Deaf, as Charlene. Her dedication to engaging with 

the Deaf community on their own terms, and her deep appreciation for the beauty and 

complexity of American Sign Language has been the central inspiration for this project.

At her urging, we  ASL novices attended a number of Deaf events in the area 

towards the end of our first week of meetings.  Although the practice of sending hearing 

students to the events of the Deaf can be considered an imposition on one of the few 

remaining Deaf-centric spaces, these early experiences with the local Deaf community 

stand out as some of my most challenging and reward of my entire academic experience. 

Charlene made clear to us the complex implications of our attendance, but encouraged us 

to go anyways and to do our best to absorb all  we could understand. This was great 

advice and, luckily, the Deaf folk of Sarasota and Bradenton were heroically patient and 

exceedingly  kind.  My  fascination  with  American  Sign  Language  and  the  Deaf 

community  (and  their  rich  culture)  grew  exponentially  as  my  signing  skills  slowly 

developed and I began to build relationships with local Deaf folk.

Most of my academic training,  though, has been within a relatively traditional 
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philosophy program at a small liberal arts college with no programming in American 

Sign Language or Deaf studies, with no Deaf students, and with no standing relationship 

to the Deaf community. As I progressed in my studies after these experiences, I felt my 

perspective shift. I began to perceive a lack, both in myself and in the texts that I was 

engaging. There was something deeply affecting about my desire to build a relationship 

with  the  Deaf,  and  I  was  coming  to  realize  that  it  had  a  profoundly  philosophical 

character. As these feelings grew in intensity, I began to perceive a lack of philosophical 

resources to explore this relationship.

The longer I spent reading traditional philosophy, the more acute this sense of 

absence became and I struggled to find ways of incorporating these vague discomforts 

into my philosophical coursework. Initially this was difficult, but as I was exposed to the 

contributions  of  non-dominant  approaches  to  philosophical  discourse,  especially  of 

feminist and queer thinkers, I began to see connections between my own motivations and 

the work of philosophical reflection. 

I  was  particularly  invigorated  by  the  work  of  contemporary  feminist 

epistemologists and philosophers of science. Their radical ideas, it seemed to me, were 

fascinating and resonated strongly with the thoughts I was having about my own desire to 

interpret and the complex situation of cultural Deafness. Thinking through the insights of 

feminist philosophy as a male-bodied person brought special challenges and forced my 

practice of philosophy to be a self-referential, critically reflective, one. Always on the 
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outside of these works, my initial practice of reading and reflecting quickly exposed my 

personal  philosophical  resources  as  inadequate  to  the  task.  I  had  to  find  alternative 

inroads  to  attain  understanding.  Thinking  through  feminism  became,  for  me,  a 

collaborative process and I was lucky enough to be surrounded by intelligent and willing 

women and men who were willing to work with me to expand my understanding of 

feminist potentialities. 

The  resonance  of  this  kind  of  outsider  thinking  with  the  position  of 

interpreters/transliterators is obvious. As my love of feminist philosophy grew, I began to 

notice that it  was providing me with important  ways of articulating my thoughts and 

feelings  about  my  desire  to  interpret/transliterate.  With  every  breakthrough  in  my 

philosophical  understanding  came  a  further  shift  in  my  understanding  of 

interpreting/transliterating.  As  my  perspective  on  interpreting/transliterating  became 

more nuanced, and I began to notice its politically and socially problematic features, my 

desire to become a professional interpreter/transliterator became increasingly fraught. 

I found myself fascinated with the idea of interpreting/transliterating. Yet, because 

of my hearing past and tangential relationship to the Deaf community I was increasingly 

troubled by feelings of inadequacy. Who was I to inject myself into the community of the 

Deaf? Who was I to profit from them? No Deaf person had selected me – I had selected 

myself? Although some believed in me and voiced support for my ambitions I lacked a 

communal identification with Deaf people, so how could I believe in myself? What could 
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justify such epistemological acrobatics? Moreover, I had come to ASL and Deaf culture 

through  academic  philosophy,  an  institution  which  has  a  historically  troubling 

relationship with oppressive and marginalizing tendencies in the Western, hearing world.

When faced with the prospect of doing a philosophy thesis, mired in stagnating 

and  frightening  questions  about  my  own  adequacy,  I  decided  to  focus  on  feminist 

epistemology  and  sign  language  Interpreting.  After  having  the  great  pleasure  of 

discussing cultural Deafness, interpreting/transliterating, and epistemology with several 

incredible feminists, I began to explore the connections between feminist conceptions of 

normative  and  power-laden  epistemic  practices,  and  the  current  relationship  of  the 

hearing  with  the  Deaf.  Given my academic  focus  and  my career  desires  the  project 

quickly  became  concerned  with  developing  a  critical  understanding  of 

interpreting/transliterating  that  would  be  useful  to  me.  Through  my  continuing 

interactions with Charlene and local Deaf folks, these questions began to take a human 

form and this  imbued the  project  with a  practical  urgency that  academic  philosophy 

rarely exhibits. At times, this feature of the project has been overwhelming.

After many missteps and re-orientations,  I would like to present the following 

merely  as  a  beginning.  It  is  the  beginning  of  my  own  journey  into  the  world  of  

interpreting/transliterating and, I hope, it is the beginning of new theoretical explorations 

of issues which animate the lives of its practitioners and participants.

It is apparent, in the current suspicion with which interpreting/transliterating is 
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viewed  by  the  Deaf,  that  current  models  of  interpreting/transliterating  contribute  to 

increasing estrangement between the hearing and Deaf worlds. The relationship between 

professional interpreters/transliterators and the Deaf is, perhaps, now more fraught than it 

has ever been. I aim to articulate how the currently dominant, 'professionalized', view of 

interpreting/transliterating has generated obstacles to resisting the marginalization of a 

Deaf community existing within an exploitative and alienating hearing society.  I hope to 

show  how the  current  state  of  affairs  has  a  specific  historical  explanation,  and  that 

alternatives to the reigning approach have existed in the past and might be imagined for 

the future. Given my particular situation as a hearing individual from outside the Deaf 

community,  a  situation  shared  by  increasingly  large  numbers  of  prospective 

interpreter/transliterators, it is my hope that this project will provide me (and others like 

me) with some useful theoretical tools for becoming better interpreters/transliterators who 

can stand in critical solidarity with emancipatory goals set by Deaf individuals. 
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INTERPRETING: A PROBLEM OF POSITION

“We must  be clear.  Being a  professional  is  about  power.  In  becoming a recognized  power,  
[interpreters] are asserting that we have specialized knowledge. We are the sole possessors of a  
formal knowledge that we alone understand and should have the authority to use and determine  
to whom we would teach it...In this scenario, where to the deaf people and hearing people fit? It  
is this question, not the “how to,”, but the “what” of becoming a recognized profession that we  
should be eager to explore.” 

           J. Brunson2

The  goal  of  the  professional  interpreter/transliterator  is  to  facilitate 

communication between users of spoken and sign languages/manual codes. Educational, 

medical, legal, psychiatric, religious, and cultural settings are potential social domains 

within which the interpreter/transliterator might find herself.

The users of sign language/manual codes are the d/Deaf.3 The term 'd/Deaf' is a 

neologism  utilized  by  scholars  to  refer  to  the  combination  of  the  nearly  2  million 

Americans who have some form of hearing loss – the deaf – and the nearly 1 million 

Americans who consider themselves members of a linguistic and ethnic minority – the 

Deaf.4  

The professional interpreter/transliterator is in a special position with regard to the 

communities  with  which  they  work.  Their  special  position  marked  by  several 

ambiguities. They facilitate communication between two interlocutors, but lack the status 

2 Journal of Interpreting 2006, 8
3 Given the goals and scope of this project, I limit my discussion to 

interpreting/transliterating in an American context although some of my points may 
generalize to nearby interpreting contexts.

4 Schein, At Home Among Strangers, 1989. To be clear, this second number refers to those who 
identified as culturally Deaf, the lager of the two numbers refers to an estimate of the 
number of people with significant hearing loss.
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of interlocutor themselves. Therefore, they hold a position both inside and outside the 

sphere of determination with regard to the linguistic content of the exchange. The move 

between spoken and gestural languages (including a spectrum of manual codes which 

represent English 'on the hands') requires some knowledge of the immediate practical and 

pragmatic  context  of  the  communicative  exchange,  but  rarely  to  the  degree  of  the 

interlocutors. Therefore, they are both inside and outside this context of the interpreted 

exchange. Finally, it is always the case that interpreters/transliterators mediate between a 

socially  dominant  numerical  majority  and  a  linguistic  and  culturally  marginalized 

minority.  Thus,  there  is  a  third  way  in  which  they  are  both  inside  and  outside  the 

communicative  exchange.  Specifically  the  interpreter  approaches  the  communicative 

exchange with a particular history that will be more or less influenced by these cultural 

groups, and so she will usually hold a higher degree of cultural and linguistic familiarity 

with one of these groups than the other.

This  special  insider/outsider  position  –  what  Dennis  Cokely  has  called 

interpreter's 'positionality5 – is readily apparent in light of these general characterizations, 

the fact remains that contemporary interpreting/transliterating is not well-understood. In 

fact,  this  poor understanding is  pervasive and widespread. It  is poorly understood by 

many hearing people, especially those who do not have regular contact with working 

interpreters/transliterators  or  ethnically  Deaf  people  (or  both).  Although 

5 Cokely, 'Shifting Postionality' 2005
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interpreters/transliterators are in relatively frequent contact with ethnically Deaf people 

there are institutional barriers between an efficient flow of information between Deaf 

people  and  interpreters/transliterators  about  the  status  of  contemporary 

interpreting/transliterating and the progress of the field. Finally, even the community of 

interpreters/transliterators  agrees  that  there  are  serious  and  fundamental  issues  in 

interpreting/transliterating that have yet to be settled.6

Especially  given  this  last  kind  of  uncertainty,  and  given  the  importance  of 

functional interpreting for facilitating successful and non-oppressive encounters between 

hearing  people  and  Deaf  people,  a  better  understanding  of  interpreting  is  a  pressing 

necessity.  Although  there  is  growing  body  of  empirical,  sociological,  and  linguistic 

research into the field of interpreting, there is a widely exhibited lack of a guiding or  

widely  accepted  epistemological  account  of  interpreting/transliterating  in  our 

contemporary context.  Although some practitioners  may not  be interested in  such an 

account,  I  believe it  would act  as useful and progressive tool for conceptualizing the 

practice  of  interpreting/transliterating  in  culturally  sensitive  and  pedagogically  useful 

ways.  Especially  given  the  developments  of  feminist  social  epistemologists,  who 

emphasize  a  focus on testimony,  objectivity,  respect,  and difference such an  account 

seems not only possible, but of paramount importance.

So far, I have used the term interpreters/transliterators to refer to contemporary, 

6 Marschark, Oxford Handbook of Deaf Studies, Language, and Education 2010
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professional  practitioners  of  sign  language  interpreting.  I  have used  this  construction 

rather  than  the,  arguably,  less  obscure  term  'interpreter'  for  several  reasons.  First, 

'interpreting' is the name given to the active transmission of dialogue in one language into 

some equivalent form in some other language.7 Interpreters/transliterators often perform 

this task in the form of English-to-ASL or ASL-to-English during bilingual exchanges. 

But, since the 1970s there have been a number of manual coding systems developed to 

represent  spoken  languages  'on  the  hands'  and  practitioners  often  find  themselves  in 

situations where the exchange requires a change in the form of the language but not the 

language itself – a task distinct from interpreting. Practitioners have settled on the term 

'transliterating'  to  refer  to  this  second  kind  of  task.  It  is  perhaps  best  to  think  of 

'interpreting' and 'transliterating' as limit cases on either end of a spectrum of exchanges. 

It is relatively common to interpret into formal ASL (sometimes called 'native' ASL), or 

to transliterate into formal English (as with Signed Exact English or SEE2, or Manually 

Coded English or MCE), but it is equally common to work with signers who do not use a  

manual code, but also do not use formal ASL (for example, Pidgin Signed English or 

PSE, or informal ASL). Occasionally interpreters will worth with those who have never 

been exposed to a formalized sign language or manual code and will attempt to work 

within the signing system (usually referred to by the generic term 'Home Sign' system) 

that was likely developed between the signer and those with whom they have the most 

7 This is the standard way that 'interpreting' is defined in textbook introductions to the 
practice. For an example, see N. Frishberg, Interpreting:An Introduction 1990, 1

10



contact. Given that contemporary practitioners are called upon to perform both kinds of 

task, it is actually more correct to refer to them as interpreters/transliterators. Second, the 

creation  and  popularization  of  these  manual  codes  as  alternatives  to  American  Sign 

Language has played an important role in generating the contemporary landscape of Deaf 

politics,  so  explicitly  recognizing  their  existence  and  the  ways  they  have  changed 

relations between practitioners and Deaf people is politically important. Given that these 

features are now clear, I will utilize the term 'interpreting' to refer to the wide range of 

tasks professionals perform, and the term 'interpreter' to refer to the practitioner of those 

tasks.

If we are to understand the practical and, perhaps, philosophical implications of 

professional  interpreting  we  must  understand  some  of  the  salient  features  of  the 

individuals  involved  in  the  interpreted  situation.  Feminists  of  various  stripes,  but 

especially feminist epistemologists have taught us to be sensitive to the political power of 

how we structure our inquiries. In light of these insights, I begin  my project from the 

position of the marginalized with respect to the topic of interpreting/transliterating – the 

Deaf.  The  recent  developments  of  Deaf  Studies  serve  only  to  make this  point  more 

emphatic.8 Understanding  the  contemporary  position  of  the  d/Deaf  with  respect  to 

interpreting requires understanding the position of the d/Deaf within the larger hearing 

8 The development of Deaf Studies has opened up a space in academic approaches to the 
study of deafness that helps to make situate a project like mine. Although, it is beyond the 
scope of my project to discuss these developments here, a fairly comprehensive 
introduction can be found in Open Your Eyes: Deaf Studies Talking ed. HDirksen Bauman 
(2008)
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society within which they are engulfed.

In my project I  explore a fundamental question regarding the 'positionality'  of 

interpreters that is related to the above issues: If interpreters work with both hearing and 

Deaf people, and if the Deaf are a marginalized and oppressed minority in America, and 

if  it  is  hearing  people  (and  the  medical,  political,  educational,  scientific,  and  legal 

institutions  they  dominate)  that  oppress  them,  how  should  interpreters  view  their 

obligations to these groups? Put more simply, how can professional interpreters work in 

solidarity with Deaf and hearing people to create a more inclusive, less oppressive future?

To give an answer to this question I begin by exploring the historical roots of the 

oppression of Deaf people with an emphasis on understanding the context that produced 

two, mutually exclusive, views of deafness. Such a history makes clear that the first of 

these  two views – deafness  as an audiological  pathology – was largely the  result  of  

hearing people's appraisals of the experience of deafness, and that the second – deafness 

as membership in the Deaf-World – is an alternative view that has come from the first-

hand testimony of Deaf people. I explore some of the contemporary ramifications of the 

development of these two views. Within that historical context, I give an account of the 

development of interpreting out of a spirit of volunteerism and into a 'profession'. In this 

chapter I make clear that the struggle of the Deaf has been, largely, over recognition and 

that the currently widening gulf between professional interpreters and the Deaf mirrors 

the disenfranchising trends of a larger audist society.
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In my second chapter,  I  utilize  a  theoretical  framework proposed by Miranda 

Fricker  to clarify an understanding of  the oppression of  Deaf  people as a  species of 

epistemic oppression. In this chapter, I hope to make clear how the oppression of the 

Deaf can be usefully understood as arising from the systematic and persistent commission 

of testimonial injustice on the Deaf by hearing interlocutors.

In my third, and final, chapter I explore how the resources of feminist standpoint  

epistemology can provide a means for articulating the possibility of recognizing a special 

Deaf  standpoint.  Rebecca  Kukla  and  Laura  Ruetsche's  writing  on  second  nature 

rationality is especially useful in making sense of the usefulness of alternative approaches 

to epistemic development can make way for critical new understandings of epistemic 

difference.

By viewing the positionality of interpreters in this way, I show how professional 

interpreters can work in collaboration with Deaf and hearing interlocutors to transform 

the  interpreted  situation  into  a  site  of  resistance  to  oppressive  audist  attitudes  and 

practices. 
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CH.1 Seeing Deafness: A Brief History of d/Deaf

“My  line  of  work  obliges  me  to  go  into  many  homes.  Once  inside  I  am invariably  
questioned about the deaf. But most often the questions are as laughable as they are  
absurd; they merely proves that almost everyone has gotten the falsest possible ideas  
about us; few people have an adequate notion of our state, our resources, or our way of  
communicating with each other in sign language.”

              Pierre Desloges, deaf bookbinder, 1779

To begin to understand the special positionality of interpreters, we can start by 

understanding  the  history  of  the  d/Deaf  leading  up  to  the  development  of  a  Deaf 

community in the United States and the generation of the 'professional' interpreter. This 

history has been one of the systematic separation of Deaf people from the control of their 

own lives, bodies, and culture by hearing people wielding social, political, and financial 

clout.  To  fully  understand  this  history,  it  is  necessary  to  recognize  that  each  of  the 

attitudes towards deafness that motivated these efforts included a parallel attitude towards 

the signed languages used by deaf people. Everywhere that the social and philosophical 

implications of deafness are being negotiated, the social and philosophical implications of 

sign language are also at stake.

The earliest records of deafness from ancient and classical societies are few and 

far between, and exclusively second hand. They provide very little information about the 

lives of individual deaf people. Although there is evidence that communities of signers 

have existed for at least as long as speaking communities have, gestural languages do not 

typically  have  a  written  component  so  we  are  left  to  wonder  what  kinds  of  signing 

14



traditions existed before the 15th century. Did ancient deaf people have name-signs? Was 

there  a  strong  storytelling  tradition  similar  to  the  oral  traditions  of  early  speaking 

societies? It is very hard to imagine how we could ever know the answers to these and 

other similar questions given the privileging of written languages in recording human 

history. What does exist can be found in the various accounts of hearing philosophers, 

poets, and travelers who, in one way or another, came into contact with deaf people and 

found themselves fascinated by their method of communication. 

For example, Plato's Socrates expresses a fascination with local Athenian signers 

in the Cratylus.9 A further contribution to our understanding of ancient views of deafness 

came from theological codes of the Hebraic religions, and in Biblical literature. From 

these early accounts we can see a view of deafness as a barrier to social existence, and, in 

some cases, to spiritual salvation.10 

Over the next ten centuries there is little biographical information about the lives 

of deaf people. It seems likely, however, that the Dark Ages were especially dark for deaf 

people. Beliefs in mystical and magical cures for bodily ailments were prevalent, and it is 

suspected that many deaf people suffered terribly at the hands of those who promised 

cures for their affliction.

Because of the sparsity of these early accounts, and the apparent lack of any first-

9 Plato, 'Cratylus' trans. B. Jowett; also see Bauman, 2008
10 The Talmud raises the possibility of instructing deaf children, but forbids adult deaf people 

from engaging in many of the rituals of adulthood. In the Mishnah, deaf people are 
described as children of God, despite their affliction.
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hand  accounts  of  the  experiences  of  deaf  people,  it  is  difficult  to  draw  substantial 

conclusions about deafness and signing for most of its history. This lack is troubling for  

those who would counteract problematic approaches to deafness by situating it within 

history. Moreover, this sparsity should only further emphasize the ways that the practices 

of history making and recording that come 'naturally' to the hearing are not well suited to 

capturing the lives and language of deaf people. At the very least, these glimpses into our 

shared past give us a basic idea of the social inclusion (or lack thereof) of some deaf 

people. It is clear that many, if not all, deaf people were geographically isolated from one 

another, often at the mercy of hearing society, and subject to their appraisals of for social 

participation.

The Renaissance is generally credited with major changes in creative thinking and 

is said to mark monumental developments in the humanist and scientific disciplines. At 

this time it was uncommon almost any person outside tightly guarded spheres of power to 

be literate, so it is especially unusual to find mention of deaf people who could read or 

write,  much  less  contribute  to  the  production  of  cultural  artifacts.  Yet,  art  historical 

records  indicate  that  some  notable  deaf  artists  were  leading  productive  lives.11 The 

Renaissance also marked a time of increasing interest in the social welfare of deaf people. 

It is difficult to say for certain why this period was marked by this special interest with 

11 Bernardino de Betto Biagi, born in 1454, painted frescoes of Moses's life in the Sistine 
Chapel; Cristoforo de Predis was a successful illuminist; Jaime Lopes, in Madrid, decorated 
the 16th century hermitage of Notre Dame; Juan Fernandes de Navarette, a painter for 
Phillip II of Spain, was best known for his exquisite coloring and experimentation with light.
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deafness, but some have indicated that the dominant philosophical issues of the time – 

man's relationship to the kingdom of animals - may have had something to do with it. 

Regardless of the reason, deafness took on a new appeal for Renaissance thinkers, and the 

period  brings  us  some  of  the  first  texts  explicitly  about  deafness,  signing,  and  deaf 

education.12

As this base of literature was being established, the groundwork was being laid for 

one of the most disheartening and formative philosophical conflicts in the history of the 

socialization  of  deaf  people:  the  controversy  over  the  use  of  signed  and  spoken 

communicative methods, especially with regard to the education of deaf children. One 

influential position within this dispute is captured by the view of one early contributor 

that deaf children using signs “can have no knowledge of general and abstract ideas.”13 

This is indicative of widely held views of sign languages as, somehow, less capable of 

carrying  meaning than the  written or  spoken word.  This  view,  which despite  critical 

attention, remained influential throughout the history of deaf education.

By the 1760s, under the guidance of Charles Michel Abbe de l'Epee, France had 

established the worlds first publicly-subsidized school for deaf children – The National 

Institute for Deaf-Mutes. L'Epee believed sign language as a natural way for deaf people 

12 Early methods of instructing the deaf spread through the writings of Juan Pablo Bonet, and 
later through the world of Sir Kenelm Digby. Other writers on these topics during this period 
are: England's George Sibscota (Deaf and Dumb Man's Discourse, 1670); Englishman John 
Bulwer (Philosophicus; or the Deaf and Dumbe Man's Friend, 1648); the Scottsman George 
Delgano (Didasalocophus; or the Deaf and Dumb Man's Tutor, 1680); and the Dutch 
physician Johan Konrad Amman (The Speaking Deaf, 1692; A Dissertation on Speech, 1700).

13 Quoted in Presneau, 1993, 414
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to communicate and was the first to take seriously the prior existence of a functional, 

gestural method for communicating ideas. It is notable, though, that even the charitable 

l'Epee standardized the signs of his pupils, because their own version of signing (what he 

called Old French Sign) was too primitive to communicate religious ideas. L'Epee was a 

boisterous public figure and included regular public demonstrations of his methods as a 

part of educational efforts.14 This early school is of central important in the history of 

deafness for several reasons worth emphasizing.

First,  the  National  Institute  represents  the  first  time that  large  groups of  deaf 

people were brought together from rural and urban areas and allowed to utilize their own 

method  of  communication  (albeit  in  modified  form).  This  allowed  them  to  share 

experiences, and to meet other deaf people of different ages and from different areas of 

France.  The  school  enjoyed  a  brief  fame  due  to  the  novelty  of  l'Epee's  public 

demonstrations, and was visited by many prominent politicians and intellectuals of the 

day. Second, while his public demonstrations of his teaching method were, of course, not 

particularly empowering for the deaf participants, they did counteract the popular opinion 

of the day that the deaf could never learn to read, write, or reason about abstract spiritual  

or philosophical ideas. Also, his program, and its place in the public eye, formed the basis 

for the development  of  a  wider  'manualist'  pedagogy which incorporated signing and 

would eventually be exported to the American continent.

14 Harlan Lane When the Mind Hears 1989
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Finally, we can see from these events that early efforts at educating the deaf in 

France and England were motivated by a view of deafness as an audiological affliction 

with  drastic  spiritual  effects.  This  view  of  deafness  resulted  in  the  development  of 

'manualist'  pedagogy which supported the institutionalization of the deaf in residential 

schools and was an early site of scientific and technical interventions on the bodies of 

individual deaf people. Despite the dominance of a pathological view of deafness as an 

audiological condition, the newly formed community of deaf people were developing an 

alternative understanding of deafness which drew from their shared experiences at the 

hands of hearing societies and their collaborative development of French Sign Language 

(FSL).

It was at the first residential school for the Deaf in the world, est. in France, where 

the  discipline  of  Otology  grew  out  of  experiments  on  deaf  children  by  institutional 

administrators who recognized the development of an ethnic Deaf identity, but privileged 

the audiological perspective. One resident doctor at the first school for the Deaf in Paris 

puts the attitude this way:

 “The Deaf believe they are our equals in all respects. We should be generous and  

not destroy that illusion. But whatever they believe, deafness is an infirmity and  

we should repair it whether the person who has it is disturbed or not.”15

In Meniere's view, which is indicative of the dominant attitudes of the time, we 

15 Meniere, P. De la guerison de la surdimutite et de l'education des sourdsmutes. Expose de la 
discussion qui a eu lieu a l'Academie Imperiale de Medecine, avec notes critiques. 1853 [my 
emphasis]
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can  see  not  only  an  exclusively  audiological  understanding  of  deafness,  but  another 

attitude  implicit  in  his  pronouncement.  Namely,  that  despite  the  appearance  to  the 

contrary, the condition of deafness was so damaging to the deaf that they were unable to  

correctly judge the implications of their own experience of deafness. What could have 

justified this further claim? Clearly a distinction can be drawn between an audiological 

impairment and an inability to reasonable asses one's own well-being.  It is this second, 

more  ambiguous feature  of  deafness  that  transforms a  mere  audiological  trait  into  a 

pathological affliction.

Such a doubling of implication – that deafness is merely a malfunction of the 

sense of hearing and also a malfunction of the capacity for reason – is deeply tied up with 

the dominant analogies between vocal speech and rationality that were deeply influential 

at  the  time.16 And yet,  even within the  medical  ideologies  of  hearing  institutions for 

educating the deaf, Deaf people had developed an alternative view of their experiences of 

deafness  that  emphasized  their  native  language  of  signs,  and  shared  relationship  to 

hearing society.

This  developing culturally  oriented  view of  deafness  so  quickly  dismissed  by 

Meniere is apparent in the writing of Pierre Desloges, the a Deaf bookbinder in Paris.  

Writing  several  decades  before  Meniere,   Desloges  responded  to  the  publication  of 

l'Epee's manualist pedagogy by noting: 

16 Lennard Davis Enforcing Normalcy 1995
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“There  are  congenitally  deaf  people...who  are  illiterate  and  who  have  never 

attended Abbe de l'Epee's lessons who have been found so well instructed about 

their religion,  simply by means of signs, that they have been judged worthy of 

admittance to the hold sacraments, even those of the Eucharist and marriage. No 

event...  lies  outside  the  scope of  our  discussion.  We express  ourselves  on  all  

subjects with as much order, precision, and rapidity as if we enjoyed the faculty  

of speech and hearing.”17

Early efforts at  educating the Deaf in Germany were motivated by a similarly 

pathological  view of deafness as an audiological condition of individual  bodies.  This 

view resulted in  the  development  of  'oralist'  pedagogy and eugenicist  practices.  This 

pedagogy involved an explicit marginalization of sign language and involved attempts to 

force the individual bodies of deaf people to match the bodies of hearing people through 

speech-training and lip-reading.18

The manualist  pedagogy of the l'Epee and his successors was exported to the 

American continent in 1817 with the opening of the first American residential program in 

Connecticut by the Reverend Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc. A flurry of 

similar efforts, in conjunction with the prior existence of several early Deaf settlements 

(like  the  one  in  Scituate  and,  later,  in  Martha's  Vineyard)  led  to  an  explosion  of 

residential  programs  which  facilitated  the  development  of  a  robust  and  creative 

17 Desloges, P “A Deaf Person's Observations about An Elementary Course of Education for the 
Deaf,”  1779 [my emphasis]

18 Gannon, Deaf Heritage: A Narrative History of the Deaf in America, 1981
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community of Deaf people.19 This period saw the establishment of  at least 30 public 

residential  schools and many local  and national  Deaf  organizations;  Deaf  clubs were 

established; Deaf contributions to art, literature, poetry, theater, sports, and publishing.20 

It was during this period of creative and cultural ferment that the home-signing systems 

developed by Deaf settlers (MVSL), l'Epee's French Sign Language (FSL), and the sign 

language  used  by  indigenous  American  peoples  (AISL)  came  together  to  produce  a 

specifically American form of sign language (ASL).21

Furthermore, because these programs utilized sign language, they employed large 

numbers of Deaf people to work as teachers. This provided adult Deaf people with jobs 

and stable relationships with other hearing and Deaf people. The long tradition of Deaf 

inter-marriage became an important feature of these communities. As might be expected, 

communities which learned (despite communicative barriers) to value the contributions 

of these Deaf people and their organizations began to develop around these institutions. 

It  was  the  robust  cultural  and  social  activities  generated  by  these  early  Deaf 

communities that set the stage for the emergence of hearing people as interpreters. The 

strength and influence of these communities meant that some hearing people (notably 

educators,  clergy people, and those doing various forms of social work) had constant 

19 Deafness in America can be traced back to the Massachusetts town of Scituate, the second 
oldest in the Plymouth Colony. The Island of Martha's Vineyard has historically had a high 
rate of deafness. At least as far back as the 1690s, there were literate deaf people at Martha's 
Vineyard, but little more is known about them. For more see: Van Cleve (ed.) Deaf History 
Unveiled: Interpretations from the new scholarship, 1993

20 Gannon, Deaf Heritage, 1981
21 Nomeland, The deaf community in America: History in the Making, 2012
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enough contact  with culturally Deaf people and their  language that  they could act as 

facilitators for their Deaf neighbors and friends on a volunteer basis. Until the late 1800s, 

almost none of the residential schools emphasized the learning of speech or the reading of 

lips,22 so many relatives and friends of deaf people worked as interpreters whenever they 

were  needed.  It  is  worth  emphasizing  that,  during  this  period  of  (relative)  Deaf 

empowerment,  the  practice  of  interpreting  was  predicated  on  preexisting  social 

relationships and in light of a shared interest in the welfare of local Deaf people.

During this period, support for providing deaf individuals with greater educational 

opportunities  was  bolstered  by  increasing  visibility  of  Deaf  scientists,  artists,  and 

writers.23 Higher education for Deaf people made its largest leap forward to date in 1857 

when Amos Kendall,  the business manager of Samuel F.B. Morse,  and his telegraph 

business,  met with Edward Miner Gallaudet, the son of Thomas H. Gallaudet. It  was 

decided that Thomas would become superintendent of a new school for the deaf and 

blind, the Columbia Institute.24 This was the very first deaf institution to be authorized by 

Congress to grant degrees, and it would eventually become Gallaudet University.

The manualist period lasted until the late 1870s (about 60 years) but was almost 

completely  replaced  by the  German  oralist  pedagogy  by the  late  1880s  after  it  was 

introduced into the American educational scene by John Baptist Graser and Frederick 

22 Gannon, Deaf Heritage, 1981
23 For example: H. Humphrey Moore became a distinguished artist, as did Agustus Fuller and 

John Carlin. James Nack excelled in poetry. Leo Lesquerex became the first Deaf member of 
the National Academy of Sciences.

24 Ibid. 14
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Moritz Hill. This lightning-fast shift in dominant approach was motivated, largely, by a 

now infamous conference in  Milan in 1880. There was an almost  unilateral  negative 

attitude among conference participants (almost exclusively hearing educators) toward the 

use of signs and emerging Deaf empowerment. The reigning attitude of this conference is 

readily apparent in this quote from one attendee: 

“The congress, considering the incontestable superiority of speech over signs, for  

restoring  deaf-mutes  to  social  life  and  for  giving  them  greater  facility  in  

language,  declares that the method of articulation should have preference over 

that of signs in the instruction and education of the deaf and dumb.”25 

The oralist  emphasis  on  normalizing  deaf  people  (to  speak  and  lip-read)  was 

combined with an early American fascination with eugenics to produce a specifically 

American brand of oralism. This ideology finds its apotheosis in the figure of Alexander 

Graham Bell whose dual interests in deaf education and eugenics led him to classify the 

manualist  acceptance of Deaf culture (superficial  as it  may have been) as a situation 

which would  be  “attended by calamitous  results”  for  the  development  of  the  human 

species.26 The dominance of oralism in this context lead to the closure of Deaf schools, 

the marginalization of ASL in deaf education, and various efforts to limit the growth and 

development of the Deaf community. Most appallingly, Bell's efforts helped to propose 

and establish sterilization laws affecting Deaf people in at least 30 states by 1940.27

25 Quoted in Lane, The Mask of Benevolence 1984, 394 [my emphasis]
26 Bell, Memoir Upon the Formation of a Deaf Variety of the Human Race, 1883, 11
27 Haller, Eugenics: Hereditarian Attitudes in American Thought, 1963
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The historic view of singing as a subhuman means of communication and the 

more recent view of deafness as a pathological condition combined with new eugenicist 

efforts of this period to create a situation in which a 1912 report from Bell's work for the 

American Breeders Association could state that the deaf should be “eliminated from the 

human stock” could be widely received as gospel by scientists and educators.28

Partially in response to the Congress of Milan, the National Association of the 

Deaf (NAD) was formed in 1880 in America to help strengthen the political clout of Deaf 

people. A number of other Deaf institutions were founded during this time as well. In 

fact, despite the widening popularity of oralism and a deepening misunderstanding of the 

Deaf experience, Deaf people were establishing clubs, performing arts groups, and labor 

organizations.  The  were  attempting,  largely  unsuccessfully,  to  argue  their  rights  in 

education  and  employment.  They  successfully  established  a  national  network  of 

newspapers.29 Benedict Arnold has marked this period as one of a growing collective 

understanding  among  Deaf  people  of  deafness  as  an  “imaginary  community”.30 This 

imaginary  community  tied  individual  Deaf  people  together  and  allowed  for  the 

development of a specifically Deaf consciousness.

Meanwhile, the bitter debate between advocates of oralists and manualists raged 

28 Bell, Address to the American Genetic Association, 1912, 3
29 Gannon, Deaf Heritage, 1981
30 Arnold's terminology is especially useful here because of its coherence with my own. In 

referring to the Deaf as an imaginary community, he is indicating exactly the same socially 
situated and powerful use of the creative capacities of agents to envision particular 
interpretations of the social landscape. The Deaf, in this sense, are an imaginary community 
because they are willing to see each other as community members, and to interact with the 
world as a (relatively) unified group.
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in America during the second half of the 19th century – most visibly between Alexander 

Graham Bell  and Edward Miner Gallaudet.  Bell  broke away from the Convention of 

American Instructors of the Deaf (CAID), the first organization of its kind in America, to 

form his own advocacy group to push for oralism in American schools – what became 

known as the Alexander Graham Bell Association of the Deaf (AGBAD). Bell argued, 

among  claims  about  the  disastrous  results  of  Deaf  intermarriage,  that  “we  must 

commence our efforts on behalf of the deaf-mute by changing his social environment.”31 

This change, according to Bell, should take the form of the closing of deaf residential 

schools – where deaf children became Deaf children, acquired fluency in ASL, met Deaf 

spouses, and developed a Deaf identity. Instead, deaf children were to be educated in 

small day schools, separated after classes, and explicitly forbidden from signing.

Understandably, the legacy of oralism among the Deaf is deeply negative. It is not 

uncommon for contemporary Deaf adults who were educated under oralist pedagogy to 

recount  stories  of  their  hands being beaten  with rulers  or  sticks,  or  being  physically 

restrained for hours, if they were caught signing within sight of a hearing authority figure. 

Moreover, the efforts of Bell and other like him not only resulted in the evisceration of 

Deaf communities just as they were beginning to develop, the resulted in a widespread 

acceptance  of  the  deaf  as  'socially  unfit'  without  some form of  medical  or  technical 

augmentation. The persistence of these views has been a major focus of critical Deaf 

31 Bell Memoir on the Formation of a Deaf Variety of the Human Race (1883)
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Studies and Deaf activism.

By the end of 1880 there were nearly a dozen oral schools in the United States. 

Although conflict between oralists and manualists raged in the19th century, their shared 

acceptance of a pathological view of deafness led to further efforts which increasingly 

alienated the Deaf from their cultural resources (especially American Sign Language) and 

from each other. By the 1920s oralism was the dominant method of teaching, making it 

virtually impossible for Deaf people to maintain the teaching positions that they had held 

since the creation of American residential schools.32

The connections between American oralists and the eugenics movement of the 

19th century are not incidental. The normalizing logic of the two movements, oralism 

with respect to deaf education and eugenics with respect to population development, have 

been united in the minds of their hearing advocates by a shared desire for a “cure” for 

deafness.

Throughout this conflict we can see that the efforts of hearing people to intervene 

in the lives of the Deaf have taken the form of controlling the movements of large groups 

of Deaf people, controlling the recognition and dissemination of the Deaf-World and its 

language (ASL), and controlling the bodies of individual Deaf people. 

The  seismic  shifts  of  American  culture  in  the  1960s  brought  profound,  albeit 

overshadowed, revolutions in the lives of America's Deaf people. This period saw the 

32 Gannon, Deaf Heritage, 1989
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validation of the language of the Deaf by linguists33 and federal agencies, the growth of 

Deaf scholarship, and the explicit development of a Deaf identity. Although the basic 

features of this identity – a shared language and shared cultural practices – had existed 

since the first residential schools opened in 1817, the explosive ideological movements of 

the 1960s allowed for the formation of totally new concepts around which Deaf people 

could organize. The first concept – Deaf-World as a term marking a Deaf ethnicity – 

arose out of a new critical understanding of the events of Deaf history, and the second – 

audism – arose out of a critical view of the larger hearing society. 

Although  interpreting/transliterating  arose  during  a  period  of  widening 

recognition  of  Deaf  ethnicity,  and  in  contexts  of  a  relatively  high  degree  of  Deaf 

empowerment (i.e. From within Deaf communities) the ensuing decades directly parallel 

the audist trends in dominant hearing society. The events of the period from the 1960s to 

the present exhibit a particularly damaging form of alienation of interpreters from the 

Deaf.

In  the  early  days  of  interpreting/transliterating,  members  of  local  Deaf 

communities  determined,  for  themselves,  whether  someone  possessed  sufficient 

communicative competence and overall trustworthiness to perform the act of interpreting. 

Interpreters were already a part of the fabric of the Deaf-World and advice on who was 

33 William Stokoe's book Sign Language Structure: an outline of the visual communication of 
the deaf, published in 1960 is widely considered to mark a turning point in public attitudes 
towards ASL. His book marked the first explicit recognition of ASL as a fullyformed 
language by a practicing linguist. Although as the works of the Renaissance period and early 
manualist pedagogy shows, there have always been some willing to recognize the status of 
signing as a language.
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considered a competent practitioner or a promising interpreter-in-training was part of the 

received wisdom of the Deaf-World passed along by older Deaf adults to its younger 

members. These early practitioners perceived their work as “just another way of helping 

deaf  family  members,  friends,  co-workers,  or  complete  strangers.  It  was  a  way  of 

contributing  to  the  general  welfare  of  deaf  people...”34 As  a  result,  it  was  generally 

assumed that  no  one  made  a  living  as  an  interpreter,  and  compensation  for  services 

rendered was all but unheard of. It is telling that, until the late 1960s, there is no record of 

the term 'interpreter' in widespread use.35 

Typically, professionals come together to create an organization that will server 

their goals and needs.  In the case of interpreters,  this sequence was reversed and the 

organization appeared before  there was a  commonly recognized understanding of the 

work they performed and, as Dennis Cokely notes, “certainly before practitioners thought 

of themselves as professionals.”36 Yet, if the first organization of interpreters was formed 

in the early 1960s and was an organization of volunteers, how can we make sense of the 

contemporary importance of the 'professional'? To see how the view of interpreting as 

'community volunteer' is the precursor to the current view of interpreters as 'compensated 

professionals'  it  helps  to  understand  the  role  of  organizational  bodies  and  related 

legislative shifts beginning in 1964.

34 Quote taken from Lou Fant's VHS series Interpreters on Interpreting, released by Sign Media 
in 1989. These video documents are viewed as an incredibly important resource for 
understanding the practices and attitudes of early interpreters.

35 Lou Fant Silver Threads: A Personal Look at the First Twenty Five Years of the Registry of 
Interpreters for the Deaf , 1990, 10

36 Cokely, 'Shifting Postionality' 2005 8
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The National Registry of Professional Interpreters and Transliterators for the Deaf 

(almost immediately re-named the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf, or RID) 37, is the 

first  and  most  prominent  national  organization  of  interpreters  in  America.  It  was 

established  during  a  workshop  on  interpreting  for  the  Deaf  conducted  at  Ball  State 

Teachers College in June of 1964. It is notable that, over the course of this meeting, only 

2 out of 73 participants called themselves 'interpreters'. 38 According to Lou Fant, an early 

participant in the formation of the Registry, “we were eager to recruit, train, and verify 

the competence of interpreters...it is my opinion that we perceived the new interpreters as 

functioning  in  much  the  same  way  as  we  had,  that  is,  holding  a  full-time  job  and 

interpreting on the side.” 39

While the Ball State proceedings are often cited as the critical turning point in the 

professionalization of interpreters, there is compelling evidence that subsequent events 

set the stage for the shift from 'volunteerism' to 'professionalism' as the guiding ideal for 

the development of the field. Dennis Cokely points to several events between 1972 and 

1975 that  marked a  pivotal  period  that  resulted  in  the  creation  of  a  fissure  between 

interpreters and the Deaf community.40

37 According to Fant, dropping the term 'professional' was intended to better express the 
organization's intent to recruit, train, and maintain a registry of qualified individuals who 
could work on behalf of Deaf people. Cokely notes further that Deaf have a long history of 
being misunderstood by professionals of various sorts, often with disastrous consequences, 
so the notion of interpreters as professionals would've likely been viewed with suspicion 
and may have led to resistance on the part of Deaf people. See Fant, 1990; Cokely, 2011

38 Cokely, 'Shifting Postionality' 2005, 10
39 Fant, Silver Threads 7
40 Cokely, 'Shifting Postionality' 2005, 12
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First, the money ran out. In 1972 the grant that had provided initial organization 

support for RID ended. This first grand was prepared by the National Association for the 

Deaf  (NAD)  and  submitted  to  the  Vocational  Rehabilitation  Administration  of  the 

Departments  of  Health,  Education,  and Welfare.  When the  grant  expired,  RID had a 

membership of fewer than four hundred. No longer able to pay the rent in the NAD's 

home offices, RID was forced to move and lost many of its (Deaf) employees. Cokely 

argues that this initial psychical separation away from its Deaf-World parent organization 

is just the beginning of an ideological shift way from the Deaf-World's guiding values.

This period also marked the beginning of RID's program to test and certify the 

qualifications of interpreters. Although a informal process of vetting had worked in the 

early days of the organization, as the number of practicing members began to quickly 

swell, a new approach was necessary. 

The vetting of interpreters by the Deaf-World was a practice of maintaining and 

engaging in relationships with those who, for one reason or another, were already steeped 

in the language and culture of the Deaf. It could be assumed that these individuals had a 

vested  interest  in  maintaining  relationships  with  Deaf  people  outside  of  interpreting 

settings, and that these individuals interpreting practices were a reciprocal recognition of 

interdependence and solidarity with the goals and values of the Deaf community.41 These 

assumptions  were  no  longer  true  of  many of  RID's  newer members,  and despite  the 

41 Fant, Silver Threads, 1990
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ability of early practitioners to spot candidates with signing skills, they were unable to 

anticipate  the  abilities  of  would-be-interpreters  to  share  the  goals  and  values  of  the 

original signing community. 

So,  in  October,  1972,   a  workshop  was  held  in  Tennessee,  to  launch  the 

certification  systems  that  were  the  precursors  to  contemporary  approaches  to 

certification. These certification systems were intended to respond to widespread view 

that an alarmingly high number of new RID members did not possess what was felt to be 

minimally acceptable language skills.

Another  reason  for  the  establishment  of  such  tests  came  in  the  form  of 

governmental pressures. The Vocational Rehabilitation Administration, the government 

body which supplied the funds for the first grant, began to pressure RID to develop a 

national certification program to demonstrate the competency of its members. 

While the 'crucible' of Deaf-World work attested to an individual's competence, in 

the eyes of society at large, mere membership in the organization of practitioners became 

a sufficient  testament to one's competence. The lack of culturally-based or  research-

based criteria meant that intuitive judgments formed the original basis for membership 

and  certification  decisions.  Such  judgments  could  neither  be  uniformly  applied  nor 

sustained.  Despite  this  lack  of  guiding  cultural,  theoretical,  or  empirical  resources  a 

certification system was developed and implemented on a national scale. Unsurprisingly, 

this new certification system did little to assuage the fears of the Deaf-World that their 
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interests were not being recognized by RID leadership.

The  apparent  failure  of  certification  systems  compounded  the  problem  of 

diverging  standards.  Increasingly,  those  who  were  deemed  by  RID to  be  worthy  of 

membership did not or could not conform to the Deaf-World's notion of competence. 

Although  RID certification  was  merely  institutionally  derived  it  became increasingly 

important in the eyes of state officials. As the 1972 implementation of a national testing 

program came to replace  a  process  of  demonstrating competence and trustworthiness 

over  time  the  critical  issue  then  became  one  of  what  Cokely  calls  “credentialed 

incompetence”.42 In cases of such incompetence, individuals who otherwise would not be 

deemed qualified by the Deaf-World could, in effect, be credentialed in the eyes of a 

hearing society. Schein claims that “State officials, knowing little about deafness and less 

about interpreting, were easily convinced that everything was in order, simply because 

there was a registry of interpreters.”43 Cokely adds, “It seems quite clear now, that, from 

the  perspective  of  government  agencies,  the  fact that  RID  conducted  testing  and 

certification  was  of  far  greater  significance  than  questions  about  its  validity  and 

reliability.”44

Right around the same time, in the early 1970s,  a number of Manual Codes for 

English were developed and promoted in the United States as alternatives to American 

42 Cokely, 'Shifting Postionality' 2005, 11
43 Schein, At Home Among Strangers 1984, p.112
44 Cokely, 'Shifting Postionality' 2005, 11
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Sign Language. These artificially created systems of signing45 aimed to represent English 

manually.  Given  the  historical  oppression  of  ASL  and  the  long-standing  failure  of 

educational  systems to create appropriate  environments in which Deaf  students could 

become fluent in reading and writing English, it is not surprising that these systems were 

significantly more popular than formal ASL. In a clear case of history repeating itself, the 

widespread popularization of these codes resulted in even lower employment of Deaf 

individuals  as  educators  of   Deaf  children.  Increasingly,  access  to  educational  and 

communicative  resources,  even  the  language  of  signs,  was  being  removed  from the 

control  of  Deaf  communities.  Moreover,  professional  interpreters  were  increasingly 

implicated in these shifts.

Legislative institutionalization of interpretation and transliteration began between 

1972 and 1975 with the passage of two important pieces of federal legislation. Section 

504 of the Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1973 would prove to have far-reaching 

implications for the Community and interpreters. Although it was not immediately 

implemented, this piece of legislation provided 'handicapped' individuals with access to 

any 'program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.'46 This, ideally, meant 

increased access, by the Deaf-World, to aspects of society that had previously been 

unavailable to them. Attending public colleges and universities was easier, as long as 

those college hire interpreters.

45 Seeing Essential English (SEE) , Signed Exact English ( SEE2), and Manually Coded English 
( MCE)

46 Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended 29 U.S.C. Sec.794 (d)
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The Education of All Handicapped Children's Act, or (IDEA)47,  was passed in 

1975 and called for the accommodation of all  'handicaps'  in  any institution receiving 

federal funding. This legislation led to the decline of residential schools, separating Deaf 

children from their peers and their ties to the Deaf-World, and isolating Deaf children to 

smaller and smaller pools of language models (sometimes limiting them to one or two 

educational  interpreters).  While  promoted by society in  general  as educational  access 

legislation, many in the Deaf-World have concluded that in reality only the illusion of 

access and equality has been created.48

Passage of these laws meant that, for the first time, on a wide scale, national-level 

control over who would be employed and retained in the position of interpreter no longer 

rested in the hands of the Deaf community. In the absence of empirical research the RID 

certification  was  legitimized  increasingly  by  legislative  endorsement.  This  legislative 

endorsement was further supported by widespread ignorance of the Deaf community, its 

culture, and its language. People who were not familiar with the needs and values of the 

Deaf community and who were unaware of reasonable expectations for practitioners' skill 

sets were responsible for the hiring and supervision of interpreters.

With the advent of legislative requirement, the demand for interpreters began to 

far outpace the supply. In an era of disappearing residential programs, a large portion of 

this  demand came from newly minted 'mainstreaming'  programs in  K-12 educational 

47 P.L. 94142
48 Robert E. Johnson and Carol Erting, 'Ethnicity and Socialization in a Classroom for Deaf 

Children', 1989, 4148
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settings. In these programs, and in obvious oralist fashion, Deaf children were educated 

in  the  same classrooms by the  same teachers as their  hearing counterparts.  Different  

mainstreaming  programs  approached  the  challenges  of  integrating  Deaf  students  in 

different ways, but in almost all of these programs the result interpreters were hired by 

(almost exclusively) hearing supervisors. These interpreters to worked with Deaf children 

who were increasingly  isolated from the  Deaf  communities  which had,  in  the era of 

residential  schooling,  served to grant  them access to their  shared cultural history and 

social resources.

The coded-English systems of the 1970s were seen of as technical innovations 

which could intervene in  the  lives  of  deaf  children  to  assist  in  their  integration  into 

'normal' schooling. That ASL was a historically important language to the Deaf, and that 

the communication of knowledge of ASL and ASL culture was an integral facet of Deaf 

identity, were unimportant to administrators who lacked a knowledge of Deaf culture and 

ASL,  and who needed/wanted  to  develop  programming that  appealed  to  the  (mostly 

hearing) parents of Deaf children in 'mainstreaming' programs.

The  relative  inability  of  early  RID  testing  to  include  a  sensitivity  to  the 

differences in community ASL and these other signing systems (especially the Pidgin 

varieties)  led  to  an  even  further  widening  of  the  gap  between  Deaf-world  and 

organizational standards.

This shift, in conjunction with the variety of signing systems that might be used 
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by an  'interpreter'  (as  a  profession,  not  as  a  language  specific  activity)  led  to  many 

mistaken responses to the needs of Deaf individuals, and further undercut Deaf-World 

trust in RID certification and the 'profession' of interpreting more generally. At the same 

time,  the  explosive  effects  on  the  interpreting/transliterating  labor  market  during  this 

period  brought  with  it  the  possibility  of  full-time  interpreting.  By  this  point,  the 

'contribution/volunteer'  model  had  been  fully  replaced  by  a  compensation  focused 

'professional' model. In the span of two decades interpreting/transliterating had moved 

almost  completely  outside  of  its  initial  context  as  a  form  of  reciprocal  communal 

exchange to a compensation based exchange of commodities between 'professionals' and 

laypeople.

This is especially troubling given that so many interpreters never aimed to exploit 

or alienate their Deaf peers. How could individuals who originally saw themselves as 

compelled to represent the interests of the Deaf community act in ways that were so blind 

to the devastating effect their actions were having on that community's ability to access 

social resources?

Contemporary relations between the Deaf and professional interpreters are more 

strained than they have ever been. Widespread suspicion exists among the Deaf towards 

professional  interpreters,  and  is  not  being  adequately  addressed  by  contemporary 

interpreting organizations. Given the complex and problematic relationship between Deaf 

people and the hearing society that engulfs them, it is of paramount importance that we 
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have a clear understanding of where the interpreter stands relative to both the Deaf and to 

the dominant hearing society.

Each of the social, political, and legislative efforts of hearing people that are the 

subject of this chapter mark a failure to recognize any alternative to a view of Deafness as 

a  pathological/medical  audiological  condition.  Such  an  alternative  is,  and  has  been, 

available. This alternative is a view of Deafness as an ethnic identity and is expressed in  

the testimony of the Deaf and their organizations.

Despite  the  availability  of  testimonial  evidence  in  support  of  an  ethnic  view, 

hearing societies have refused, and continue to refuse, to recognize an ethnicity based 

view of  Deafness.  This has  lead to  the widespread marginalization  of  the Deaf.  The 

continued interventionist strategies of hearing people and their institutions threaten the 

continued existence of the Deaf.
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CH.2 Deaf Oppression and the Struggle for Recognition

“The root of the word 'oppression' is the element 'press'. The press of the crowd; pressed  
into military service, to press a pair of pants; printing press; press the button. Presses  
are used to mold things or flatten them or reduce them in bulk, sometimes to reduce them  
by squeezing out the gasses or liquids in them. Something pressed is something caught  
between or among many forces and barriers which are so related to each other that  
jointly they restrain, restrict or prevent the things motion or mobility. Mold. Immobilize.  
Reduce.” 

Marilyn Frye49

With the advent of Deaf Studies programming in academia, and with a slowly 

widening literature on Deaf history, culture, iconography, language, and creativity, the 

acceptance of Deaf culture, of the Deaf-World, has become a reality (in part). In asking 

questions about how the Deaf experience came to pass in America, Deaf scholars began 

to notice complex networks of practices as the sources of the shifts of power that kept it  

out of the hands of Deaf people. They gave the name 'audism' to these practices, and 

defined the term as: “the corporate institution for dealing with deaf people, dealing with 

them by making statements about  them, authorizing views of  them, describing them, 

teaching about them, governing where they go to school, and, in some cases, where they 

live;  in  short  audism is  the  hearing way of  dominating,  restructuring,  and exercising 

authority  over  the  deaf  community.”50 Deaf  scholar  Paddy  Ladd  points  out  that  the 

dynamics  inherent  to  the  practices  of  audism  principally  take  the  form  of  colonial 

relations – they eradicate indigenous languages,  they control educational  access,  they 

49 From 'Oppression', The Politics of Reality: Essays in Feminist Theory, 1983 2
50 Lane, Mask of Benevolence, 1999, 43
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refuse to validate ethnic cultural practices, and they marginalize Deaf history.51

This, relatively, new perspective – the Deaf-World perspective – viewed deafness 

as an ethnicity and viewed the historic  misunderstanding of sign language as a long-

running error of hearing people to fully understand the potential of sign language and the 

intellectual capacity of individual deaf people. The denial of earlier sign languages, and 

the early denial of ASL, by 'experts' who were trusted with power over the lives of deaf 

people could now be seen in light of the civil right movement, the gay rights movement, 

the  disability  movement,  and  the  women's  movement,  as  a  form  of  pervasive 

marginalization and misrepresentation.

Concepts like 'power' and 'identity' could now be used by critical Deaf scholars to 

articulate a distinction that is now common within Deaf scholarship (and has parallels to 

similar distinctions in disability scholarship) between a 'medical' and a 'cultural' model of 

deafness. The introduction of the cultural model was a critical tool for the organizing of 

Deaf  activists  (as  in  the  Deaf-President-Now movement  of  the  late  1980s)52 and  the 

'medical' model has become an important tool for taking a critical view of the forces at  

work in contemporary Deaf struggles.

The  recognition  of  the  Deaf-World  remains  partial,  though,  because  while 

terminological distinctions (between 'deaf' and 'Deaf') mark a superficial difference, the 

medical model of deafness remains incredibly influential. It is deeply entrenched in the 

51 Paddy Ladd, Understanding Deaf Culture: In Search of Deafhood, 2003
52 Jack Gannon, The Week the World Heard Gallaudet, 1989
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American consciousness, and a brief look at three issues which are commonly cited as 

constituting the contemporary Deaf struggle can help to drive this point home.

In light of critical Deaf scholarship,  it  has become increasingly clear that “the 

same  scientific  apparatuses  that  'proved'  the  hysterical  nature  of  women  and  the 

intellectual  inferiority  of  African  Americans”  also  served  to  'prove'  the  undesirable 

effects  of  allowing  deaf  people  to  congregate,  mate,  and  spread  their  culture  and 

language.53 This  recognition  has  allowed  Deaf  activists  and  scholars  to  make  strong 

arguments that the eugenic practices that dominated hearing relations with deaf people in 

the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries are alive and well in contemporary scientific, medical, 

and technological domains.

Forced  audio-metric  testing,  institutional  labeling,  genetic  research  and 

counseling,  and major  invasive  surgeries performed on children are  all  contemporary 

means of controlling the Deaf body. For example, after researchers at Boston University 

announced  that  they  had  discovered  the  so-called  'genetic  error'  responsible  for  a 

common type of congenital deafness54, the director of the National Institute on Deafness 

and Other Communication Disorders called the finding “a major breakthrough that will 

improve diagnosis and genetic counseling and ultimately lead to substitution therapy or 

gene transfer therapy.”55 Harlan Lane emphasizes the similarities between this research 

and earlier eugenic efforts enacted under National Socialism which forcibly sterilized 

53 Bauman, Open Your Eyes, 2008 14
54 “BU Team”, 1992, 6
55 “Deafness Gene”, 1992, 141
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great numbers of deaf children.56 His point is driven home especially forcefully when he 

asks whether our responses to contemporary efforts in 'gene replacement' would be the 

same  if  contemporary  geneticists  were  explicitly  concerning  themselves  with  the 

eradication of Jews or African Americans.

The continuing interventions  into the  lives  and bodies  of  the  Deaf  have been 

advocated by hearing people who view the deafness as a medical condition which can be 

transcended under the guiding expertise of educational, spiritual, scientific, medical, and 

technological experts. From the perspective of many hearing people, these interventions 

have the character of benevolence. From the perspective of the Deaf-World, these efforts 

amount, at best, to a bumbling paternalism, and at worst, to an appalling form of ethnic 

cleansing.

While  the  conceptual  apparatuses  afforded  by  such  a  distinction  made  for 

powerful tools in the retelling of history by Deaf people, the crux of the Deaf struggle  

remains: how to command public attention – how to gain a 'voice' – without speaking and 

within a  culture which staunchly refuses to respect  their  language (even if  it  is  now 

willing to recognize it as one). Such a question becomes especially pressing given that  

these efforts at  contemporary deaf genocide are being enacted by hearing people and 

hearing  dominated  educational,  medical,  technological,  legislative,  and  scientific 

institutions. 

56 Lane, Ethnicity, Ethics, and the Deaf World, 2005
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I  introduced  my  project  as  one  which  is  concerned  with  clarifying  the 

insider/outsider positionality of the professional interpreter with regard to a culturally and 

linguistically marginalized minority – the Deaf – and a dominant hearing majority. In the 

previous chapter, I explored the history of the deafness and interpreting in the United 

States and emphasized the systematic marginalization and disenfranchisement – in other 

words, the oppression – of ethnically Deaf people at the hands of an audist society. In 

fact, the continuing existence of the ethnically Deaf is currently under serious threat of  

forced extinction at the hands of an ignorant hearing majority.

In her 2007 text, Epistemic Injustice, Miranda Fricker explores "the idea that there 

is a distinctively epistemic kind of injustice", of which she distinguishes two species,  

testimonial  injustice and hermeneutical  injustice.  Each of these versions of  epistemic 

injustice consists "most fundamentally, in a wrong done to someone specifically in their 

capacity as a  knower".57 Specifically,  I  argue that  the oppression of the Deaf  can be 

understood as emanating from the systematic  and persistent  commission of epistemic 

injustice by an audist society on members of the Deaf-World.

Additionally, Fricker's analysis opens a space to articulate this oppression in such 

a way that situates the interpreted situation as a central way in which this oppression is 

negotiated and maintained. This has the benefits of emphasizing the cumulative nature of 

the oppression of the Deaf as it is constituted in moment-by-moment exchanges between 

57 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 2007, 21

43



hearing and Deaf interlocutors. To make this imaginative possibility clearer, it will be 

necessary to explore  Fricker's  ideas in  some detail  –  with a special  emphasis on her 

notion  of  social  power  as  constituted  inter-subjectively  between  particularly  aligned 

social  agents.  Although the notion of hermeneutical  injustice is quite  compelling and 

holds  great  explanatory  and  imaginative  potential,  my  account  leans  heavily  on  her 

notion of testimonial injustice. Given my limited scope, I will focus my discussion on the  

first  of  her  two  species.  First  though,  I  lay  some  groundwork  with  a  discussion  of 

Fricker's concept of social power.

It is important, then, to have a view of society that can explain the commission of 

injustice and oppression as the result  of the actions of particularly situated individual 

agents. Notions of society, and of oppression, that emphasize the society-wide catalysts 

of social change may be useful analytic tools for a number of reasons, but my project is  

centrally concerned with how the situation of some social agents places them in special 

relationships to the forces at work in widespread social change. An adequate view, then, 

needs to be able to explain how the social activity of individual agents generate injustice 

and oppression by explaining how inequities can be generated and sustained between 

individual agents. For reasons that many feminists, post-colonialists, disability and Deaf 

theorists  have  made  clear,  we  must  be  especially  sensitive  to  the  ways  that  these 

injustices  are  generated  and  maintained  across  identity  categories.  In  light  of  these 

considerations, we can sketch a broad notion of society that can allow us to explain the 
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useful features of Fricker's notion of epistemic injustice.

Society  is  the  name  we  can  give  to  loosely  bounded  networks  of  particular 

(historically contextualized) social agents in particular material and imaginary/ideological 

alignments.  Social  agents  are,  primarily,  individuals  but  may  also  take  the  form  of 

organizations or institutions of various sorts. Social alignments, by virtue of the material 

and imaginative58 collaborations they support (through the organization and transmission 

of  material  and  imaginative  resources)  generate  social  power.  Social  power  is  “...  a 

practically socially situated capacity to control others' actions, where this capacity may be 

exercised...by  particular  social  agents,  or  alternatively,  it  may  operate  purely 

structurally”59 

 Enactments of power by social agents stem from the capacity of social agents to 

control the possible alignments available to some other social agents– what Fricker calls  

'agential power'. By limiting the sphere of possible alignments, the enactment of agential 

power limits the available material and imaginary opportunities of some particular other 

social agents. It is a manifestation of agential power when, faced with a hiring decision, a  

hearing manager passes over a Deaf applicant because he dislikes the idea of having to 

learn some sign, or pay for an interpreter. It is manifestation of agential power when a 

hearing educator in a mainstreaming program restrains the hands of Deaf students in his 

58 A point of clarification is needed. I use the term 'imaginative' because I think it is 
suggestive. It allows me to nod towards our creative capacity as social agents to interpret 
ourselves and our surroundings in certain ways, and to envision alternatives.

59 Ibid. 10
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classroom so that they cannot sign to each other during his lecture. It is a manifestation of 

agential power when a conference presenter refuses to give out copies of her work to the 

interpreters to review beforehand, despite her heavy use of specialized vocabulary. It is 

manifestation of agential power when a teacher refuses to turn on the lights when a class 

is watching a film with no captions so the deaf student can see her interpreter's hands.  

What is clear from these examples is that social power is unevenly distributed across 

social agents.

It not merely that these enactments of agential power have momentary effects. 

They are constituted by momentary decisions, but the possibility of these decisions, and 

potential responses to it, are dependent on the preexisting distribution of social power 

across agents. 

In some contrast to the specific mode of agential power, social power can operate 

in a purely structural mode – creating changes in the social landscape that are the result of 

a  system of  power  relations  operating  holistically.  In  many  of  these  cases,  it  is  not 

especially helpful to focus on the possession or non-possession of the social power of 

individuals. Or, to put it another way, in structurally constituted relations of social power,  

even though there is a social agent or agents who are subject to control, there is no social 

agent directly embodying the social position of the empowered actor. It is an operation of 

structural social power that manifests in a Deaf students poor performance on a multiple 

choice test because her ASL-based understanding of the answer does not assist her in 
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choosing the most correct answer from a set of grammatically similar English multiple-

choice responses. It  is an operation of structural social power when, because of high 

production costs,  the Deaf  employee is  fired because  his  interpreter  draws too much 

money from his department. It s a operation of structural social power that manifests in 

the failure to provide a Deaf suspect with an attorney because his interpreter's non-native 

understanding of ASL in insufficient to distinguish between questions about a lawyer and 

requests for one.60

A good conception of social power, Fricker argues, must be sufficiently broad to 

explain  the  relationship  between  social  agency  and  structurally  instantiated  power. 

Similarly, a careful conception of social power must also make clear that the exercise of 

power need not be bad for everyone. For example, the protests of students and alumni at 

Gallaudet in the late 1980s were sufficiently powerful to achieve the hiring of the first 

Deaf president of the nations oldest college for Deaf people. This is especially pressing if 

we are invested in articulating possibilities for a less oppressive future that are within the 

grasp of individuals. Even so, with the notion of control at its center, enactments of social 

power must  lead  to  appropriate  critical  reflection,  “...wherever  power is  at  work,  we 

should be ready to ask who or what is controlling whom, and why.”61 This is especially 

60 This is an especially pertinent example of the complexity of structural power at work in 
constituting a moment of injustice. While it may be the case that such a situation might 
arise that the interpreter is simply manifesting a obvious kind of inadequacy, I would argue 
that it is less simple. Native signers use an ASL that is 'fully Deaf', so to speak, and it can be 
very difficult for even very skilled hearing interpreters to mark subtle distinctions of register 
that would mark a change from a question about a lawyer to a formalized request for one.

61 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 2007, 15
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important because the organization of society, and the flow of change in the history of a 

society can result in widespread inequities between individual social agents, and groups 

of social agents. When these inequities limit the options of some particular type of social 

agent to the extent that their options for survival present no avenue of action can be taken 

without suffering harm, then we can recognize these inequities as injustices. Moreover, 

we can recognize them as oppressive injustices.

Given that these injustices are spread across many moments and various social 

domains, it makes sense to ask what unifies them.  In the case of Deaf oppression, the 

various shifts in Deaf education that have lead to the disappearance of Deaf teachers, the 

movement  of interpreting outside  of the Deaf-World,  and the continuing debate over 

issues central to the continued existence of the Deaf-World all emanate, in significant 

respects, from a failure by hearing people to recognize salient differences between an 

ethnically  Deaf-World  and deafness  as  a  pathological  condition.  Therefore,  the  Deaf 

struggle  is  centrally  (if  not  primarily)  an  epistemic  struggle  for  recognition  and 

acceptance on their own terms and in their own signs and the oppression of the Deaf is 

marked by a consistent epistemic failure on the part of many hearing people.

This failure is epistemically culpable because the reasons cited by Deaf people 

that would replace a pathological conception of Deafness with an ethnic one, are well-

formed. As many in  the literature of  disability  studies have pointed out,  something's 

being or not being a pathology is never a completely settled issue. Or, to put the point 
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more  strongly,  something's  being  or  not  being  a  pathological  condition  is  always  a 

complex social  fact,  never  an obvious  natural  fact.  Furthermore,  as the 'pathological' 

status of various material or psychological features of bodies have waxed and waned, the 

possibility for renegotiation of these social facts should be readily apparent.

For example, there was time in recent history when homosexual desire was widely 

considered  a  pathological  deviance  from normal  human  sexuality,  as  evinced  by  its 

inclusion  in  an  important  psychiatric  diagnostic  manual  the DSM-II  until  1973.  This 

pathological  status  was  pressed  onto  the  bodies  of  homosexuals  by  medical  and 

psychiatric institutions and used to classify them in ways that limited their possibilities 

for  social  participation.  In  this  case,  the  pathological  labeling  precluded  open 

homosexuals from joining the U.S. Army until 2011.

Good reasons for resisting pathological views of deafness are widely available (in 

the  form of  books,  videos,  websites,  conferences,  anthologies,  public  lectures,  Deaf-

World events, Deaf people, etc.). They are being articulated by a relatively large group of 

people – Schein puts the U.S. population of the Deaf-World between one and a half to 

one million people.62 Thus, an important feature of the epistemic failure is not merely a 

failure of investigation, it is a failure of recognition in the face of good evidence.

This failure of recognition of good reasons that are openly on offer is also an 

ethical failure. In particularly egregious cases (which are readily apparent in the history 

62 Schein, At Home Among Strangers, 1989
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of the Deaf-World),  there is failure of recognition is in the clear presences of salient  

epistemic resources (often in the form of the testimony of Deaf people). In less blatant 

cases – cases which take the form of an ignorance of the epistemic resource rather than an 

outright  denial  of  their  status  as  an  epistemic  resource  –  the  culpability  is  less 

concentrated. Importantly, cases like this still mark a failure.

To make sense of the wrong committed by this epistemic failure in this distributed 

case, we need a way to make sense of a society-wide (or near society-wide) epistemic 

failure to see reasons. If this is possible, then we can identify these individual failures to 

act in light of good reasons as epistemic failures while also seeing the failing agents in a 

particular  way.  That  is,  it  is  politically  and  morally  important  to  draw a  distinction 

between those  who  participated,  in  whatever  way,  in  the  oppression  of  Deaf  people 

through  a  denial  of  Deaf-World  identities,  and  those  who  did  so  malevolently. 

Recognizing all of the sources of the effects of oppression is important, but limiting the 

role of blame is also important in retaining possibilities for a more collaborative future. 

Therefore,   the  oppression  of  deaf  people  may  usefully  be  understood  as  a  form of 

compounded  epistemic  oppression,  and  especially  as  the  systematic  and  persistent 

commission of testimonial injustice guided by audism.

There is a generic wrong to any kind of epistemic injustice which is a matter of 

the subject being wronged specifically in their capacity as an epistemic subject – in their 

capacity  to  give  and  receive  knowledge.  The  special  epistemic  injustice  that  can  be 
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committed by social agents (individuals, institutions, and organizations) in the enactment 

of social power manifests  most often in patterns of incredulity, misinterpretation, and 

silencing of various types of social others.  In the previous chapter I explored various 

features  of  the  history  of  Deafness,  the  history  of  'professional' 

interpreting/transliterating, and the contemporary Deaf struggle. With any luck, I have 

been able to make clear that many facets of the oppression of the Deaf emanate from an 

epistemically and ethically culpable failure of recognition. 

Testimonial  injustice  occurs  when  a  sender63 receives  a  'deficit  of  credibility' 

owing to the operation of prejudice in the receiver's discursive judgment. That is,  the 

receiver commits an injustice when she fails to appropriately evaluate the epistemic and 

discursive position of the sender with respect to the content or the form of the discursive 

exchange such that she undermines her own ability to receive the knowledge that the 

sender is in a position to provide. 

Fricker's notions of structural and agential social power – the power to change 

'how  society  goes'  –  are  helpful  in  articulating  a  number  of  points  about  social 

organization and intentional and unintentional flow of social change, but it is her more 

precise notion of 'identity power' that is useful in articulating the possibility and harms of 

the specifically epistemic forms of injustice sketched above.

63 Throughout my own project, I substitute the terms 'sender' and 'receiver' where Fricker 
uses 'speaker' and 'hearer'. It is perhaps a point worth emphasizing, but not dwelling upon, 
that even an exceptionally insightful feminist philosopher like Miranda Fricker would 
commit a kind of representative exclusion in this way. This indicates the depth to which 
audism has functioned as a basic structural principle throughout hearing society.
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Identity power is a form of social power which can be enacted (either passively or 

actively)  structurally  or  by  social  agents,  and  which  requires  practical  social  co-

ordination and 'imaginative'  social co-ordination.  This notion can help to expose how 

there  can  be  operations  of  power  which  are  dependent  upon agents  having a  shared 

conception of social identity – conceptions alive in the collective social imagination that 

govern, for instance, what it is or means to be a man, a woman, hearing, deaf, or Deaf.

Whether an operation of identity power is active or passive, depends very directly 

on whether relevant parties share in the relevant features of their social imagination – 

notably, their conceptions of the identities at play in the communicative exchange. Active 

identity power is the willful use of the social agency conferred by one's identity to control 

the possibilities available to another social agent. Passive identity power results in the 

control of some social other due to some restrictive structural residue that has accredited 

to them because of their identity. One simple example of this is racial profiling. In both 

active and passive enactments of social power,  what  matters is that  the social  agents 

within the power-laden interaction share the relevant features of the social imaginary that 

serve to expose some alignment of social agents. Fricker calls these shared conceptions 

within the social imaginary, stereotypes. Unlike many social scientific understandings of 

the term 'stereotype' Fricker's notion is not indicative of a positive or negative valence. 

Stereotypes may be 'distorting' (i.e. empirically unreliable) or not. For Fricker, and for 

any non-inferentialist of a similar stripe, such discursive mechanisms are a necessary part 
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of  the  discursive  toolkit  available  to  social  agents  engaged  in  power  laden 

communication.

It is crucial to note that the stereotypes that are activated in operations of identity 

power need not be held at the level of belief. This is because, identity power itself is 

something non-material.  It  is  something wholly  discursive  or  imaginative.  That  is,  it 

operates at the level of shared conceptions of social reality, of what it is to be a member  

of a class or of a certain sexual or ethnic type, for example  Thus identity power is only 

one  facet  of  social  identity  categories  pertaining  to,  say,  class  or  gender,  since  such 

categories will have material implications as well as imaginative aspects. 

This is in line with the earlier point about distinguishing between malevolence 

and misplaced benevolence. Because identity power operates specifically at the level of 

the social imagination, it can exert significant influence over social agents. To exert such 

control it merely needs to influence the perceptual habits of the agent and need not attain 

the status of belief in individual subjects. Such a view would be overly limiting to our  

account.

Three  more  features  of  'identity  power'  are  notable.  First,  that  we can  expect 

identity power,  typically,  to operate in conjunction with other forms of social power. 

Second, it may work positively to produce action or negatively to constrain it; and it may 

work in the interests of the agent whose actions are so controlled, or it may work against 

them. And finally, that, although it may be wielded by social agents, it is often structural 
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in form.

This last point is especially important, both for Fricker's account and my own, 

because it  emphasizes a type of identity power that  is  deeply involved in an area of 

interest  here  –  testimonial  exchange.  Although  the  term 'testimony'  may  bring  forth 

images of trials and courtrooms, it is meant in a broader sense here to refer to the sort of 

“discursive exchange in which knowledge can be imparted from [sender] to [receiver].”64 

This  captures  an  incredibly  large  range  of  human  communicative  activities  –  from 

sharing stories  and advice  with friends  to advocating for  oneself  or  others  in  hostile 

environments or dire circumstances. The smooth transmission of knowledge from one 

person to another is a primary social activity. It is very hard to imagine how we might get 

by without it (an exercise which is especially helpful when connecting these claims to the 

experience of the American Deaf).

How, though, does identity power function within testimonial exchanges and how 

can this function distort? Fricker argues that identity power is an integral part  of the 

mechanism  of  testimonial  exchange,  because  of  the  need  for  hearers  to  use  social 

stereotypes  as  heuristics  in  their  spontaneous  assessments  of  their  interlocutor's 

credibility. Well-formed testimonial exchanges are assisted by non-distorting stereotypes, 

while problematic exchanges are facilitated by distorting ones. When trying to think what 

makes  the  difference  between  distorting  and  non-distorting  stereotypes  it  helps  to 

64 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 2007, 60
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imagine them as kinds of imaginative lenses. Any discursive exchange will take place in 

an environment of various kinds of complexity, and interlocutors within these exchanges 

need to find methods of focusing quickly on those aspects of the situation that are most 

relevant to the activity at hand. Stereotypes then, can be seen as a kind of imaginative 

lens that one applies during a discursive exchange to the environment, in cases of identity 

stereotypes, to the discursive partner, that serves an emphatic and clarifying purpose. It 

blocks much of the features of the interlocutor from the sphere of discursive relevance 

while allowing in only those things which retain some epistemic salience to the current 

exchange. On this picture, non-distorting stereotypes would be the name given to those 

lenses  that,  more  or  less,  correctly  filter  out  features  of  the  discursive  landscape 

(especially  with  respect  to  the  identity  of  the  interlocutors)  that  have  no  epistemic 

salience to the exchange at hand. Distorting stereotypes, on the other hand, would be 

those  that  fail  to  correctly  identify  the  features  of  the  discursive  landscape  that  are 

relevant to the discursive exchange. Stereotypes of the first kind have an clarifying effect 

which produces a resulting epistemic emphasis, bringing those features that are more or 

less relevant closer to the forefront of the communicative encounter. Stereotypes of the 

second  kind  have  a  distorting,  additive  effect  which  produces  a  resulting  epistemic 

obscurity in the discursive interaction, bring to the forefront certain structural features of 

the  discursive  landscape  that  fail  to  be  relevant  to  either  the  actual  identity  of  the 

interlocutor or, subsequently, the discursive exchange at hand.
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Clearly stereotypes can distort our abilities to assess one another with respect to 

discursive qualifications in a number of ways. Although any distorting stereotype may 

obscure or obstruct testimonial exchange, it need not completely derail it and it need not 

transform that exchange into a moment of injustice. In order to show how identity power 

is implicated in testimonial injustice, we must focus on those stereotypes that do have this 

drastic effect.

We can say that the stereotypes that do have this drastic, distorting effect embody 

a prejudice that works against the sender – they exhibit a 'prejudicial dysfunction'.65 In 

exchanges marked by such dysfunction, Fricker argues, two things follow. First there is 

an epistemic failure in the exchange – the receiver makes an unduly deflated judgment of 

the sender's credibility, perhaps missing out on knowledge as a result; and the receiver 

does something ethically bad – the sender is wrongfully determined in her capacity as a 

knower. If the prejudicial dysfunction results in an undervaluing of the epistemic abilities 

then the  discursive  exchange is  marked by a 'prejudicial  credibility  deficit'  and is  an 

instance of testimonial injustice.

Fricker's notion of epistemic injustice – testimonial injustice and hermeneutical 

injustice– gives us a way of articulating a particular kind of oppression that involves the 

systematic  and  persistent  misrepresentation  of  social  agents  based  on their  perceived 

membership in a particular social identity category. Moreover, it allows us to see how 

65 Ibid. 17
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such epistemic injustice not only contributes to a whole host of other forms of social 

injustice, but causes significant harm to those on whom it is conferred. The harms of 

testimonial injustice are widespread, but those who suffer the injustice are wounded most 

deeply. That is,  they are literally cut off from engaging in the kind of socially public 

negotiation of identity that, in a substantial way, helps to construct them qua social agents 

of a particular identity type and as people with distinct and robust self-understandings. In 

this chapter, I argue that Fricker's account of the testimonial stages of self-construction, 

and the ways it  can go badly,  are powerful conceptual tools for articulating a central  

feature of the oppression of the Deaf.

In Fricker's framework the scope of the harm caused by such a mistaken appraisal 

is  directly  a  function  of  the  pervasiveness  of  the  system of  social  alignments  which 

produces the possibility for such a misperception – its 'systematicity' – and its depth is 

directly  a  function  of  whether  this  moment  of  injustice  is  linked  up  with  other, 

significantly similar, moments of injustice which include a misperception motivated by 

the  same  identity  prejudice  –  its  'persistence'.  In  cases  of  systematic  and  persistent 

testimonial injustice, oppression is generated and its effects may pervade other domains 

of social relations.

In the case of the Deaf this systematic and persistent denial of a Deaf-World view 

is the result of a widely held audism among hearing people that motivates prejudicial 

credibility deficits.  It  is in the act of appraising the sender that generates the primary 
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harm and the discursive effects of the appraisal that generates the secondary harms of 

epistemic injustice and contributes to the maintenance of a harmful epistemic landscape.

It is worth dwelling on Fricker's concept of systematicity for a moment longer. 

Oppressive injustice can be systematic  insofar  as it  is motivated by a prejudice  that 

tracks  the  subject  of  the  injustice  through  difference  dimensions  of  social  activity, 

through  different  social  domains.  This  tracking  follows  the  imaginary  ancillaries  of 

existing  social  alignments  in  such  a  way  that  the  same  prejudice  in  the  domain  of 

epistemic appraisal can render one “susceptible not only to epistemic injustice but also 

injustice in other domains.”66

Insofar  as it  is  enacted within particular  interactions and by particular  acts  of 

representation, the oppression of the Deaf appears to have a strong cumulative element. 

Given this cumulative element, we can see that a major features of the Deaf struggle is 

the moment-to-moment battle to preclude and correct the absence, misrecognition, and 

dismissal  of  Deaf  ethnicity  and identity  within interactions and in  the wide realm of 

social  representations.  We  can  also  make  sense  of  how such  a  pervasive  stream  of 

failures might become, through its (largely) unbroken persistence over time might lead to 

the society-wide (or near society-wide) development of second nature rationalities that 

are audist. If that is the case, then the discursive exchanges between hearing and deaf 

people will be a central site for avoiding or maintaining the oppression of deaf people 

66 Ibid. 27
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through the commission of testimonial injustice.

The  interpreted  interaction  will  be  an  important  form  that  those  discursive 

interactions  take.  Perhaps  even  more  importantly,  given  that  interpreters  are  often  a 

feature of interactions between deaf people and socially powerful hearing institutions, 

then it seems of paramount importance to view the interpreted situation as a central site 

for negotiating the credibility appraisals that constitute the primary harm of testimonial 

injustice. If interpreted situations are important in this way, then they are important site 

for avoiding or maintaining a significant feature of the oppression of deaf people.
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CH.3 Standpoints and Second Natures

Ben Bahan tells the story of a father and daughter sitting and signing with each 

other in a small cafe in New York City. At one point in the conversation, the father signs  

to the daughter to look out the window at a group of pedestrians standing on the corner 

and waiting to cross the street. After watching the group for a moment, the father tells his 

daughter  “One  of  them  is  Deaf...which  one  is  it?”  After  another  few  moment,  his 

daughter replies, “The man in the brown overcoat”. The father agrees and they watch as 

the man in the brown overcoat crosses the street and passes in front of the cafe. As he 

nears the window, the father waves his hand in the man's periphery – the characteristic 

Deaf method of drawing attention – and the man looks at them. The father signs “You 

Deaf?” and the man replies in sign, “Yes, How did you know?”67

How  did he  know? How did they both know? These  questions  are  especially 

challenging given that many refer to Deafness as the 'invisible' disability. Lacking the 

presence of signing or a hearing aid (or some other secondary visual marker), we don't 

normally take ourselves to be able to see deafness like Bahan's characters. And yet, both 

the father and the daughter, by means of sight alone, are able to identify the Deaf man 

from across the street in a cafe in a bustling city. How can we make sense of such an  

ability, especially one that seems to confer knowledge? 

In this chapter I explore how the resources of feminist standpoint epistemology 

67 Bahan, 'On the Formation of a Deaf Variety of the Human Race”, 2008, 1
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can provide a means for articulating the possibility of recognizing a special Deaf way of 

knowing in the world that could explain the abilities of Bahan's characters. I begin by 

noting some general insights granted by standpoint theories that are useful in exploring 

the  epistemological  issues  of  difference  that  are  relevant  to  considerations  of  Deaf 

epistemologies.  I  explore  the  Marxist  roots  of  standpoint  to  show how Deaf  second 

natures can be understood in such a way that they express a high degree of potential for 

generating a special critical standpoint. Once this possibility is in view, I explore some 

more general features of standpoint theories that I think are useful in conceptualizing 

collaborations between interpreters and Deaf people. This project has arisen from a desire 

to understand the position of interpreters relative to the Deaf, but it has largely been an 

exploration of reasons why such an understanding is difficult to achieve with little or no 

understanding of the construction,  maintenance,  and recognition Deaf  epistemological 

subjectivity.

Feminist epistemology emerged in the late-middle of the 20th century as a critique 

of  traditional  epistemologies.  Feminist  epistemology  is  explicitly  concerned  with  the 

ways that various features of epistemic agents, especially features of their identities, can 

influence  their  opportunities  for  epistemic  development,  exploration,  or  reception.  If 

feminist  epistemology is a powerful resource for exploring our topic,  the we can see 

feminist standpoint epistemology as feminist epistemologies sharpest parsing knife when 
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it comes to epistemic difference and political solidarity.  Joseph Rouse68 highlights five 

insights  that  can  be  culled  from  the  complex  and  contentious  history  of  standpoint 

theories. 

First, standpoint theories are naturalistic, and remind us that the subject matter of 

epistemology, knowledge claims and their justifications, are a part of the world that we 

seek to understand. They arise out of specific circumstances and have real world, 

sometimes deeply important, consequences. The second  chapter of my project should 

help to make clear some of the complex and deeply affecting consequences of even 

mundane epistemological practices.

Second, standpoint theories emphasize the heterogeneity of the epistemic 

landscape. People formulate and act upon many different kinds of reasons, and do so in 

light of different kinds of knowledge, expertise, and authority. The subject of much 

feminist epistemological critique is the advocate of 'traditional' epistemology who would, 

in various ways, deny the importance of this heterogeneity. Laura Reutsche and Rebecca 

Kukla69 point out that while the terms 'mainstream' and 'traditional' may seem to indicate 

a straw man here, they are aimed at an identifiable and specific group of influential 

epistemologies. This traditionalist, they argue, can be usefully explained via his special 

understanding of the relationship between evidence and objectivity. Under this form of 

traditionalism, the epistemic landscape is incredibly homogeneous. For the traditionalist, 

68 Joseph Rouse, “Standpoint Theories Reconsidered.” 2009
69 Kukla and Reutsche 'Contingent Natures and Virtuous Knowers' 2006

62



whether or not something counts as knowledge is a result of its being derived from the 

right set of logical inductions, with a pointed neutrality with respect to the particular 

features of the agent. Reutsche puts it this way:

“Traditionalism distinguishes the contexts of discovery and justification; 
locates the epistemic achievements worth tracking in the latter; and devises 
for their captures a net taking the form of an inductive logic or 
confirmation theory, a codification of the extent to which evidence 
(wherever it comes from) supports hypothesis (wherever they come 
from).”70

This brand of agent neutrality is out-of-sync with the epistemological interests of 

the standpoint theorist. It is not a question of whether the traditionalist is correct in 

identifying inferential methods or confirmation theories as important features of 

establishing the truth or falsity, or even the status of the objectivity, of certain claims. The 

issues is the isolation of theses as the only means for appraising epistemological 

practices. Standpoint theorists broaden the scope.

A third notable feature of standpoint theories are their shared commitment to 

understanding knowledge and inquiry from within the world. Standpoint theorists begin 

by recognizing how power relationships help to shape both the world that is the subject of 

much of our inquiry, and how they structure these efforts to reach understanding. The 

exercise of power and the maintenance of power relationships affect which aspects of the 

world are more readily accessible across various types of social location. Something's 

being on the nightly news is going to be widely and influentially accessible. Its 

70 Reutsche, 'Virtue and Contingent Histories' 2004, 76
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appearance on the news, and its widespread affects are both the product of power-laden 

relationships between various kinds of social agents. Had these relationships been 

difference, had power been distributed in different ways, the epistemological efficacy of 

nightly news broadcasts might be significantly different.

The traditionalist who is the target of feminist critique is critiqued for his 

'principled uninterest' in the historical, contingent, political (etc.) features of knowers and 

the epistemic landscape as topics for appropriate epistemic investigation. Yet, time and 

time again, feminist have shown the ways that these exact features of epistemic practices 

and agents have deep and resounding effects on the maintenance and development of the 

contemporary epistemic landscape. Merely because the effects of these features are not 

supported by universally accessible evidence, or perhaps even accessible, they are 

considered epistemically uninteresting and relegated to other discourses for investigation 

and discussion.

A fourth feature of standpoint theories highlight the multiple dimensions of 

epistemic normativity. That is, epistemological investigation cannot merely assess which 

of the set of claims on offer are true and which are false. Many knowers are also 

concerned with which claims are significant or interesting or important or relevant. 

Plausibility, clarity, perspicuity, and elegance are all features of epistemological products 

that may have little to do with the basic truth or falsity of a claim. Sensitivity to the 

importance of these other dimensions of epistemological attractiveness is exactly what 
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can highlight differences in epistemological appraisal that are the source of testimonial 

injustice.

And finally, standpoint theories helped to bring issues of identity and difference to 

the forefront in feminist epistemology. The ensuing debates about types and implications 

of epistemic difference according to widely identifiable identity taken up by agents has 

been contentious and illuminating. By exposing these systematic distortions of the 

available data to support epistemically distorted claims, feminists want to emphasize that 

“...moral and political loyalties...have counted as part of the evidence for the best as well 

as the worst hypotheses in the natural sciences...”71 Harding argues that distorted theories 

persist in apparent credibility in light of evidence that is obscured by their 'social freight'. 

This broad social fit with dominant political or moral loyalties can be understood in light 

of Miranda Fricker's framework as some theories exhibiting a theoretical alignment with 

particular and socially powerful relationships between social agents. This alignment 

functions as tipping the scale in favor of the distorted (but structurally molded) 

interpretation of the available evidence.

In some sense, each of these insights stems from a recognition and engagement 

with epistemic differences of various types. In light of the general insights of feminist 

standpoint theory, and given its usefulness for my own project, I can ask:what is the right 

account of Deaf epistemic difference?  In seeking to make sense of how the epistemic 

71 Harding, Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?, 1991, 100101
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distortions of testimonial injustice can be tracked and amended, it is useful to emphasize 

that, in the rigidly epistemological case the sticking point is generated out of a particular 

view of the development of the epistemic capabilities of epistemic agents. That is, the 

traditionalist  views  all  epistemic  agents  as  essentially  similar  in  their  epistemic 

capabilities with regard to generating evidence for claims that are intended to capture 

some objective feature of the world best. Under this view, the epistemic capabilities of 

agents to be sensitive to reasons, to evidence, is invariant in all the ways that matter.  

Although it may not be the case that all epistemic agents choose to utilize their epistemic  

capabilities in exactly the same ways (i.e. You know about social work and I know about 

mathematics), their underlying epistemic capacities are similar with respect to an ability 

to recognize evidence. 

For  the  traditionalist,  the  difference  between  the  social  worker  and  the 

mathematician is not that they are significantly epistemic different, but they have used 

their  similar  epistemic  abilities  in  different  ways.  For  the  traditionalist  it  is  ideally 

possible  that  the  potter  could,  given  the  right  circumstances,  see  equally  well  the 

warranted inferences from which the mathematician derives his proofs. Such a picture of 

epistemic  ability  and epistemic  difference  is  not  satisfying  to  many feminists  and is 

unhelpful  in  my current  project.  The  central  point  is  that  this  view of  the  epistemic 

subject is useful in pointing out the ways that individual knowers can be very different 

from one another, even with respect to their ability to recognize evidence.
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For feminists concerned with standing in solidarity with the political projects of 

the marginalized,  a focus on the experience of social marginality has led to a further 

claim. In social situations where a feature of one's identity is rendered repeatedly salient 

to  her  epistemic  function,  and  where  that  happens  systematically  over  time,  we  can 

expect  her  to  develop a critical  responsiveness  to  those  features  of  social  interaction 

single her out, so to speak. Over time, she will begin to develop an ability to anticipate 

the ways in  which social  situations will  present  her with specialized challenges.  The 

Marxist  roots  of  contemporary  feminist  standpoint  theory  is  useful  in  exploring  this 

feature.

To cast it in very broad strokes, Marx's critique of capitalism72 is an articulation of 

the organization of human power inherent in the capitalist enterprise and the resulting 

entropy of social and natural reality which must produce a state of utopic revolution. It is 

the  meeting  of  the  forces  of  production  and  physical  necessity  in  social  reality  that 

generate the possibility of domination, exploitation, alienation, and oppression – and it is 

the expansion of these meetings into ever widening domains that makes these features of 

social reality increasingly pervasive.

In conjunction with this characterization of capitalism, Marx had to also give an 

account of how, in the face of the socially corrosive elements of capitalist production, 

enough individual humans could remain blind to its pernicious effects to orchestrate (to 

72 Marx, The Communist Manifesto, 1848
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accept,  to  encourage,  and  to  organize)  its  continued  expansion.  In  response  to  this 

difficulty,  Marx developed what  is often called 'the critique of ideology'.  It  is in this 

feature  of  his  philosophy  that  feminists  have  seen  the  most  exciting  potential  for 

developing critiques of epistemological domination. It will do, to give a brief sketch of 

his movements.

Roughly,  Marx  argues  that  those  engaged  in  the  activities  which  are  most 

connected to the maintenance of social reality and the constraints of physical necessity 

are in a position to generate the most accurate knowledge of those domains. In capitalism 

the activities which are closest to physical necessity and those which actively constitute 

or support prevalent social organization are often the same, or are performed by members 

of the same disadvantaged socioeconomic class. Marx calls this class the 'proletarians'. 

The proletarian, in the course of his laborious efforts to survive with fewer net resources 

than  the  ruling  class,  will  gain  procedural  insight  into  the  nature  of  survival  (i.e. 

knowledge of the natural world) and critical insight into the social relationships which his 

efforts  reproduce  (i.e.  knowledge  of  social  world).  Unlike  the  members  of  the 

bourgeoisie,  the  ruling  class,  he  is  not  in  a  position  to  benefit  from  his  efforts  in 

substantial ways and so he lacks an incentive to accept unrealistic descriptions of his 

lived natural or social reality. The bourgeois, on the other hand, is removed from physical 

necessity  by  the  efforts  of  the  proletarian,  and  has  significant  interest  in  accepting 

explanations which support his continued beneficiary status. The resulting scenario is one 
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in which the bourgeoisie are in a position to produce and accept obscurantist accounts of 

social and natural reality, while the proletarian will, by necessity, gravitate towards more 

objectively accurate depictions. As his understanding matures, and as he comes to see his  

struggles within the capitalistic system as akin to those of his fellow workers, a critical  

self-consciousness will  emerge along with a group-consciousness.  Marx calls  this  the 

standpoint  of  the  proletariat.  Once  developed,  this  standpoint  will  facilitate  the 

production of accurate natural  and social knowledge, and will  serve as a  site  for the 

production of political dissonance and social reform.

Inspired by the epistemological features of the argument sketched above, feminist 

Marxists  began  a  campaign  to  re-conceptualize  its  features.  The  traditional  Marxist 

concept of production is too narrow to view women's domestic work as producing 'use-

value'. Moreover, an adequate concept of production to capture women's reproductive 

labor is also unavailable in Marx's philosophy. Yet, in capitalism, women contribute both 

production for wages and production of goods in the home. They, like men, sell their 

labor power and produce both commodities and surplus value and produce use-values in 

the  home.  In  both  men  and  women's  work,  the  laborer  is  in  contact  with  material  

necessity,  and  this  involves  them  in  relationships  to  nature  and  to  concrete  human 

requirements, but this contact is more explicit and more constant in the case of women's 

labor. Feminist Marxists argue that, even more than the male proletariat, the women of 

the  supportive  and  productive  classes  are,  given  the  development  of  a  critical  self-
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consciousness, the inhabitants of an even stronger standpoint – the standpoint of women. 

The standpoint of the woman (or of the proletariat) is not simply a bias, as some 

critics  have  accused,  but  is  interested,  or  one  might  say  invested,  through  their 

participatory engagements in social re-production. Their place within engagements, their 

standpoint, is a resource in the identification and endorsement of the interests that are at 

stake in a practice.

This idea, that stakeholders are invested in epistemic practices allows us to retain 

the possibility that some perspectives on some domain of inquiry can be, however well-

intentioned, obscurantist in their attempts to give objective accounts of that domain. As 

noted above, traditional Marxists consider the domain of society and social relations, and 

the realist accounts produced are about the real relations of humans with each other and 

with the natural world while early feminists consider a similar domain with expanded 

notions  of  production  with  allow  for  gendered  understandings  of  the  practices  and 

experiences which produce a standpoint.

What could these things mean in the case of the Deaf. Given the insights of my 

first and second chapters, namely that there is a long an underrepresented history of the 

Deaf as a linguistic and culturally productive ethnic minority, and that a widespread lack 

of  understanding  of  these  cultural  differences  have  lead  to  a  situation  of  dis-

empowerment, then what kind of critical standpoint are the Deaf in a position to develop?

For Sandra Harding, a standpoint is a distinctive insight about how hierarchical 

70



social structures work.73 Alison Wylie states that a standpoint is “a critical consciousness 

about the natures of our social location and the difference it makes epistemically.” 74 So, 

in our case, a Deaf standpoint would be one which provided distinctive insights into the  

how the social structures of audism work, and how certain social relationships maintain 

audist  hierarchies.  A Deaf  standpoint  would provide  an important  perspective  on the 

ways in which our everyday social practices are normatively and epistemically inclined to 

favor on social group over another, and to evaluate the social contributions of one group 

as  more  relevant,  more  desirable,  or  more  appropriate  than  others.  Deaf  standpoints 

would recognize and resist audist epistemologies. 

We can return,  then,  to Bahan's  characters to ask  anew;  how did they know? 

Given  the  theoretical  resources  sketched  out  above,  we  might  give  the  following 

explanation. The Deaf daughter and father are specially formed epistemic agents. Their 

epistemic subjectivities have been honed, through systematic individual and collective 

experiences within a hearing-dominated society, to recognize certain kinds of evidence. 

Given  this  kind  of  access,  both  the  father  and  the  daughter  are  able  to  come  to 

conclusions  about  the  situation.  These  conclusions  would,  in  many  other  cases  and 

especially  for  most  hearing  people,  not  be  justified.  Yet,  because  of  their  cultivated 

epistemic capacities, Bahan's father and daughter are able to access evidence in support 

of their beliefs about the man in the brown overcoat. 

73 Harding, Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?, 1991, 31
74 Wylie, 'Why Standpoint Matters' 2003, 31
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Not only are they in a interesting, and semi-exclusive epistemological position 

relative to some salient evidence, they are also in a position to have critical insights into 

the situation as one tinged by audism. The father and the daughter see the man through a 

window, and although it may be obvious, it is important to recognize that they wouldn't 

have  seen  him through the  door.  Deaf  people  are  not  unfamiliar  with  the  ways  that 

architectural  features  of  a  situation  can  be  either  epistemically  or  communicatively 

empowering. Bahan writes of the importance of windows and light in Deaf culture.75 

Such critical insights are at work in the common Deaf concept of a 'Deaf-House' or 'Deaf-

office'.  These are concepts that identify spaces which are architecturally organized in 

such a way that Deaf ways of knowing and communicating are facilitated. Deaf-houses 

and  offices  have  open  floor-plans,  good  lighting,  visual  identification  systems  (i.e. 

Flashing lights instead of doorbells or buzzers), well-placed mirrors, etc. 

Under this kind of explanation, then, we can see Bahan's characters as exercising 

their specially honed sensitivities in such a way that is systematically reinforced, and 

opens up the possibility for critical insights about the maintenance of standing hierarchies 

in  hearing  societies.  If  the  Deaf  are  in  a  position  to  develop  insights  into  audist 

epistemologies.  Clearly  interpreters  are  centrally  involved  with  regard  to  testimonial 

exchanges between hearing and Deaf people, such is the premise of their activities. They 

are  in  a  position  to  facilitate  (or  not-facilitate)  the  systematicity  or  persistence  of 

75 Bahan, 'Deaf Variety' 2008
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testimonial injustice. Interpreters, by virtue of their acting as a bridge between  the social 

imaginary partially  shared by the  hearing and Deaf  interlocutors are  in  a  position to 

develop a special sensibility with respect to the testimonial injustice faced by Deaf people 

and, often unknowingly committed by hearing people.

This  collaborative  position  has  the  power  to  destabilize  the  social  alignments 

which structure the testimonial exchange by the introduction of the the third discursive 

agent who is neither inside, nor-outside the discursive exchange and is able to formulate a 

critical perspective on its structural features.

It is necessary, then, for interpreters to explore the construction of a collaboration 

of  standpoints  within  the  interpreted  situation.  This  collaboration  will  be  mutually 

constituted  by  the  special  sensitivity  of  the  Deaf  person  to  recognizing  epistemic 

injustice,  and  the  discursive  position  of  the  interpreter.  By  uniting  these  standpoints 

through  collaborative  relationships,  and  by  embodying  them  during  the  interpreted 

interaction,  I  believe  that  interpreters/transliterators  can  be  powerful  tools  in  the 

widespread, cumulative resistance to the continuing oppression of Deaf people.
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Conclusion

In  this  project  I  explore  the  the  epistemic  injustice  visited  upon the  Deaf  by 

hearing  people  and  their  institutions.  Using  Miranda  Fricker's  notion  of  epistemic 

injustice I zero in on the moments of testimonial injustice which are a central case of the 

cumulative injustices that have lead to a situation of widespread Deaf oppression. Yet, 

while  Fricker's  account  may  give  us  a  great  way  of  isolating  and  identifying  a 

problematic feature of social relationships, especially with regard to the marginalization 

of Deaf people, it is not sufficient to explore further collaborations between interpreters 

and Deaf people. For that, we need an account of epistemic difference that can make 

sense  of  the  ways  that  interpreters  can  understand  and  align  themselves  with  Deaf 

emancipatory projects – both within and outside the interpreted interaction. 

When  testimonial  injustice  is  systematic  it  generates  injustice  across  social 

domains,  and  when it  is  systematic  and  persistent  it  generates  society-wide  (or  near 

society-wide) oppression. The struggle of deaf people has, in many respects, emanated 

from the systematic and persistent denial of a Deaf-World view of deafness. This denial 

is systematic because it is motivated by audism which tracks across different domains of 

social activity this denial is persistent because it is dominant outside of the close-knit 

Deaf-World. It is active in legislative, medical, technological, educational, academic, and 

political domains.
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Furthermore, if the interpreted interaction is a central site for renegotiating the 

alignments of social agents which produce the oppression of Deaf people, and the wider 

marginalization of the Deaf-World, then it is important to understand the epistemology of 

the  interpreter.  Specifically,  it  is  important  to  understand  the  interesting  epistemic 

features of the insider/outsider position of the professional  interpreter – as discursive 

collaborator with both hearing and Deaf interlocutors. 
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