Deaf Identity
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Your identity is the result of many things including
your experiences, memories, and influences of
others. Everyone is unique and should be treated
as such. There are many ways to be hearing and
many ways to be deaf: no right or wrong way.

Introduction

The idea of a deaf identity seems to be a contentious
issue in modern society that strives for inclusivity. There
are contradictory opinions about when someone can be
called Deaf. These opinions are often based on whether
Sign Language is the person’s first language, the level of
hearing loss, or even whether the person uses assistive
devices like hearing aids or cochlear implants. In some
communities the use of cochlear implants is frowned upon
as this is seen to be pandering to the hearing majority
(Cooper 2019); in others, people are encouraged to make
changes to their circumstances so that they can copein a
hearing world (Chapman & Dammeyer, 2017).

Discussion

A person’s identity includes many characteristics that connect
them to identifiable social groups. It embraces the memories,
experiences, relationships, qualities, beliefs, personality,
values, looks, or expressions that make a person or group’s
sense of self (McAdams et al., 2021). The term identity refers
to the way you think about yourself, how you are viewed by
the world, and how you think you are viewed by the world
(Ava team, 2023). Identity and language are critical parts
of human existence and the words we choose to describe
ourselves and others are part of our identity. Such labels can
be empowering or discouraging.

There are many terms that people who have hearing loss use
to describe themselves or are used by others to describe
them. There are categories such as deaf, Deaf, hard of hearing,
hearing impaired. Descriptors further isolate the type of
loss: bilateral, unilateral, conductive, sensorineural, mixed,
progressive, sudden, congenital, or acquired. Added to these
are terms that describe the degrees of hearing loss: mild,
moderate, severe, profound. A person with hearing loss could
describe themselves as bilateral, progressive, acquired, mild
(Cryer, 2021).

There is no single term to describe all people with hearing
loss. The first Deaf president of Gallaudet University, I. King
Jordan, commented ‘There are many ways to be deaf’, and
Luke Christian, the founder of Deaf Identity (a fashion brand)
says ‘there’s no right or wrong way of being deaf’ (Cryer, 2021).

Identity and communication are closely associated with each
other. Thus, labels can influence how people see themselves
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and how other people see them. For this reason, it is
important to respect not only the label a person chooses
to identify with and to be identified by, but also their

preferred means of communication and accessibility.
Conclusion

For hearing people interacting with those with different
degrees of hearing loss to be supportive and respectful
at the same time, it is best to ask the person how they
describe themselves, and how they wish communicate.
See them as whole people, not as suffers of an affliction;
accept that they have rights and that they should not
need to apologise for any accommodations that need to
be made (Ava team, 2023).

For further information about this article contact
lientjievanrensburg@nidtraining.org.za
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