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Deaf Culture & American Sign 
Language –What is it All About?
 
The deaf and hard of hearing population is made up of a very diverse group of individuals.  
Some are profoundly deaf and others are hard of hearing  Some were born deaf while others 
became deaf later in life.  Some individuals use spoken English, written English, English-
based sign language, American Sign Language (ASL), cued speech, or a combination of 
these communication tools.  English, including speech and print, and ASL are distinct and 
complete languages.  Some individuals attend their neighborhood schools while others 
attend residential schools for the deaf.  Some individuals utilize cochlear implants, hearing 
aids, or prefer not using any amplification.  Regardless of the unique characteristics of each 
individual, there is one thing they all have in common - They all have a hearing loss. 

Some members of the deaf and hard of hearing population also consider themselves mem-
bers of a Deaf Culture.  What is Deaf Culture?  Let’s look first at the definition of the word 
“culture.”  According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, “...culture includes language, ideas, 
beliefs, customs, codes, institutions, tools, techniques, works of art, rituals, and ceremonies, 
among other elements.”  Do some individuals within the deaf and hard of hearing population 
have a distinct culture?  

Yes, they do! 

The primary language used by members of the Deaf Culture is ASL.  They have behaviors 
and mannerisms related to their strong reliance on visual information.  Members of the Deaf 
Culture enjoy socializing with other members of their culture.  There can be an instant bond 
because of their shared experiences of being a person with hearing loss.  Some examples of 
activities and events for the deaf or hard of hearing and their families include the Illinois 
Association of the Deaf (IAD) and Deaflympics.  IAD is a leading organization run by and 
for individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing  IAD and its regional chapters hold regular 
conferences and meetings to provide opportunities for social gathering, sharing information, 
and exploring arts and technologies specific to persons with hearing loss.  Deaflympics is a 
gathering similar to the Olympics which brings together 3,000 athletes from 80 countries to 
compete.  Another is the DeafNation World Expo, an international gathering of 15,000 indi-
viduals with hearing loss. Many members of Deaf Culture pride themselves in being bilin-
gual: in ASL and English, and bicultural: comfortably interacting in both Deaf and Hearing 
Cultures.  

ASL is the visual language shared by members of the Deaf Culture.  ASL is actually the 
third or fourth most commonly used language in the United States.  ASL is not the same as 
Manual English.  ASL has its own rules, grammar, and syntax.  Anything a person can say in 
English can also be expressed in ASL.  Another interesting fact is that sign language is not 
universal.  There are many other sign languages in the world.  Examples include: Mexican 
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Sign Language, French Sign Language, and Swedish Sign Language.  

Hearing families with young children who have a hearing loss are encouraged to find oppor-
tunities to meet adult role models and peers who also have a hearing loss.  It is important 
for a child with hearing loss to know they are not alone.  Meeting peers and adults who are 
deaf or hard of hearing helps children develop positive self-esteem.  The Deaf Community 
supports families becoming involved in activities in their local area to help support children 
in becoming successful, well-educated adults.  To learn more about the Deaf Community in 
Illinois, visit Deaf Illinois News at: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/DeafIllinois.

Reprinted with permission from E xperiencing the Journey: A Manual for Parents of Infants and 
Toddlers with a Hearing Loss (State of Illinois Deaf and Hard of Hearing Commission).  

Edited by: Michelle Mendiola, CHS Youth Program Mgr/Domestic Violence Advocate (2014)
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What is the difference between persons who are “deaf,” “Deaf,”       
     or “hard of hearing”? 

The deaf and hard of hearing community is diverse.  There are variations in the cause and 
degree of hearing loss, age of onset, educational background, communication methods, and 
how individuals feel about their hearing loss.  How people “label” or identify themselves 
is personal and may reflect identification with the deaf and hard of hearing community, the 
degree to which they can hear, or the relative age of onset.  For example, some people iden-
tify themselves as “late-deafened,” indicating that they experienced a loss of hearing later 
in life.  Other people identify themselves as “deaf-blind,” which usually indicates that they 
have some degree of hearing loss and some degree of vision loss.  Some people believe that 
the term “people with hearing loss” is inclusive and efficient.  However, some people who 
were born deaf or hard of hearing do not think of themselves as having lost their hearing.  
Over the years, the most commonly accepted terms have come to be “deaf,” “Deaf,” and 
“hard of hearing.”

“Deaf” and “deaf”

According to Carol Padden and Tom Humphries, in Deaf in America: Voices from a Culture (1988):

"We use the lowercase deaf when referring to the audiological condition of not hear-
ing, and the uppercase Deaf when referring to a particular group of deaf people who 
share a language – American Sign Language (ASL) – and a culture.  The members 
of this group have inherited their sign language, use it as a primary means of com-
munication among themselves, and hold a set of beliefs about themselves and their 
connection to the larger society.  We distinguish them from, for example, those who 
find themselves losing their hearing because of illness, trauma or age; although these 
people share the condition of not hearing, they do not have access to the knowledge, 
beliefs, and practices that make up the culture of Deaf people."

Padden and Humphries comment, “this knowledge of Deaf people is not simply a camara-
derie with others who have a similar physical condition, but is, like many other cultures in 
the traditional sense of the term, historically created and actively transmitted across gen-
erations.”  The authors also add that Deaf people, “have found ways to define and express 
themselves through their rituals, tales, performances, and everyday social encounters.  The 
richness of their sign language affords them the possibilities of insight, invention, and 
irony.”  The relationship Deaf people have with their sign language is a strong one, and,
“the mistaken belief that ASL is a set of simple gestures with no internal structure has led 
to the tragic misconception that the relationship of Deaf people to their sign language is a 
casual one that can be easily severed and replaced.”  (Padden & Humphries)

 “Hard of Hearing”

“Hard-of-hearing” can denote a person with a mild-to-moderate hearing loss. Or it can de-
note a deaf person who doesn’t have/want any cultural affiliation with the Deaf community. 
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Or both. The HOH dilemma: in some ways hearing, in some ways deaf, in others, neither.

Can one be hard-of-hearing and ASL-Deaf? That’s possible, too. Can one be hard-of-hearing 
and function as hearing? Of course. What about being hard-of-hearing and functioning as a 
member of both the hearing and Deaf communities? That’s a delicate tightrope-balancing act, 
but it too is possible. 

As for the political dimension: HOH people can be allies of the Deaf community. They can 
choose to join or to ignore it. They can participate in the social, cultural, political and legal 
life of the community along with culturally-Deaf or live their lives completely within the 
parameters of the “hearing world.” But they may have a more difficult time establishing a 
satisfying cultural/social identity.  

Reprinted with permission from the National Association of the Deaf, www.nad.org. 
Reprinted from: Deaf Life, “For Hearing People Only” (October 1997)

Individuals can choose an audiological or cultural perspective.  It’s all about choices, com-
fort level, mode of communication, and acceptance.

Edited by: Michelle Mendiola, 
CHS Youth Program Manager/Domestic Violence Advocate (2014)


