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Tonya Stremlau

Deaf Gain?: Disability Disclosure and the Deaf Creative Writer in Higher Education

For the deaf creative writers (including those in higher education), the question of (dis)ability disclosure is central.  As the editors of a recent anthology of writing by deaf people point out, the portrayal of deaf people in literature (by mostly hearing writers) is of “woebegone or existential metaphors for the human (i.e. hearing) condition” (Harmon and Nelson, xii).  If deaf writers do not provide portrayal of deaf people being themselves (rather than not-hearing), who will?  If a deaf writer chooses to avoid disclosure of deaf identity, is the deaf writer perpetuating an audist paradigm that writes their lived experiences out of existence or into safe little corners? What happens if they do disclose?

Deaf writers have legitimate reasons to be wary of disclosing their identity, from worrying they may not want their work to advertise that they will need accommodation to participate in professional activities of the creative writer in academia, such as leading writing workshops or attending and giving readings to concern that their work’s difference will keep it from being accepted.  Though these concerns are real, deaf writers and their work--along with the wider community--have much to gain from their writing as Deaf people. 

The Deaf Gain theory, as explained by Bauman and Murray, provides a way to frame this discussion.  This theory reframes “ ’deaf’ as a form of sensory and cognitive diversity that has potential to contribute to the greater good of humanity” (Bauman and Murray) rather than as a problem, “hearing loss”.  


For the one English phrase “deaf gain,” we have three different signs:

1. DEAF INCREASE: opposite of “hearing loss,” (ie, gaining deafness rather than losing hearing).

2. DEAF BENEFIT: deafness as a benefit 

3. DEAF CONTRIBUTE: Deaf people contribute (to society, humankind) (Bauman and Murray 3)

Each of these concepts will inform my discussion of how we can reframe looking at the (possible) relationships of Deaf people to creative writing, particularly in higher education settings; the third meaning gets to the heart of what Deaf writers can bring to the creative writing community.


I'm going to start by telling the story of how I came to identify as a creative writer, an identity I first lost to inaccessible academic settings and recovered when my academic environment fostered it. For as long as I can remember, I wanted to be a writer when I grew up.  And then, in the summer before I started sixth grade, I became deaf.That didn't immediately change my writing dreams. 


The next summer, I had an opportunity to participate in a summer program at a local college in which middle-school students could take courses from college professors. The choices were creative writing, anthropology, and computer science. I picked creative writing and anthropology, and both choices gave me unexpected lessons. The first was that the anthropology professor steered me out of his class because I wouldn't be able to understand his lectures. I took the computer programming class instead.  I ended up liking the computer class better than the creative writing class because the creative writing teacher treated me differently from everyone else, so much that the other students noticed. He gave me extra (unwanted) help and told me that he had a sister with Down Syndrome. 


A few years later, I tried again and took another creative writing class, in high school. The teacher called my mom at dinner time a couple of weeks into the school year. One of my brothers answered the phone, and after passing it to my mom, enjoyed a few minutes of teasing me mercilessly about being in trouble. Then my mom hung up and told me that my teacher had called--to tell her she had been worried that a deaf student couldn’t handle the class, but I was doing fine. Again, the message: deaf people can’t be writers. The class also showed me that there were parts of the discipline that I really couldn’t do. I couldn’t work on dialogue skills by eavesdropping on conversations. Participating in “readings” seemed like a form of torture. Lack of details about the aural environment would hurt my stories. 


I never took another creative writing class.


When I was in graduate school and learning about feminist and cultural critical approaches to literature (I had no idea there was such a thing as disability studies), I decided to start searching for deaf writers. I found them.


And I started writing stories again, but just as a fun side to my other work until a personal crisis in 2006 resulted in me deciding to make it my priority for scholarly/creative work. I’m fortunate that Gallaudet has let me teach creative writing even though I don’t have formal training in it. I struggle with how to get into the larger creative writing world, as do other Deaf writers.  We know we have DEAF CONTRIBUTE for creative writing, and that deafness itself is DEAF BENEFIT for our writing (providing ideas and perspectives) and our work often shows DEAF INCREASE--something hearing writers miss with their portrayals of deafness as a problem.


In 2011, the Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP) had its annual conference in Washington and I was honored to be on a panel with fellow deaf writer (and Gallaudet colleague) Christopher Jon Heuer, but I was most excited to go to other panels and the exhibit hall to learn and be inspired. It could have been great, but it wasn’t because of access issues. We sent the agency providing interpreters for the conference our materials in advance, but those were not passed on to the interpreters. The interpreters did a really bad job, and got upset afterwards when one of the hearing signers there told them so. The conference had set things so that interpreters would meet me at sessions I said I would attend, which would have been fine with me except that they were sometimes late and sessions were often standing room only.


The best part of the conference ended up being when another deaf writer, the poet Curt Robbins, attended a session I was at. We decamped to a nearby coffee shop and had a terrific couple of hours talking about writing and being Deaf writers.  Curt has published a lot of poetry, primarily in deaf publications--anthologies of works by deaf writers, deaf literary journals, and so on. I respect his work so much that when I edited a collection of literary works by deaf writers, I put his first. A lot of our conversation was about his frustration that hearing people--especially editors--rejected his work because they don’t understand the Deaf culture it shows, or the ASL elements that find their way into his English. 


When I asked him for an update when preparing for this conference, he told me he is trying now to self-publish as an e-book a manuscript of 100 poems. He got feedback that included scathing criticism of his grammatical structures of poems “written using ASL precepts” along with “a suggestion to revise them with ‘sonic elements’.” Curt won’t; he says his goal “is to expose our deafness in our terms and our style because of what we are, who we are, and why were are so different from the hearing people. I simply cannot change my decorum for the sake of hearing people.” To expose, he first has to get his work to where it is seen.


I’d like to share with you one of his poems that is explicitly about the different world the Deaf writer inhabits. Because this poem is meant to be read in English, with the eyes, I'm not going to sign it into ASL. If anyone wants it read aloud (ASK), I'll ask the interpreters to do so. The poem is in your handouts.

About the Tale of an Old Bay Fisherman
Have you ever gone
someplace near the Bay
and tried sitting by a grumby,
whiskered,
whiskey-nosed,
lispy lipping leper
of an old, reddened,
sunbaked,
waveslapped,
windsogged,
thick-skinned fisherman
from those windjamming days
amid the odorous
decaying deadfish, seafresh air
listening to the tales
of crab grabbing, oyster hoist-raking days
with gazing agape,
with mesmeric awe –

thunderstruck by his filthy
weather-worn,
yellow-stemmed,
fierce-looking face-carved,
blackened white
meerscahum pipe
clenched between his tobacco-stained,
shellcracked,
rope-battened teeth –

shucking bluefins and
occasional oysters
with rapid sleight
of water-thickened,
short-stumped,
fat-fingered,
bare hands?
No, I wouldn’t have –

I wouldn’t be able to lipread him.
The Deaf Way II Anthology (2002)
This is very much a Deaf poem, heavy on the visual imagery, meant to be read on the page (rather than heard), and portraying the communication barriers that are so much a part of the deaf experience. 



Curt is in the older generation of living deaf writers; one of the younger generation is Allison Polk, who recently finished an MFA in creative writing from Goddard. She writes prose, both fiction and nonfiction. She works at Gallaudet, though not as a member of the faculty. We’ve had several conversations over the years about how to handle doing expected “readings.” If we sign our stories to an audience who knows ASL, it is still not what we wrote. If an interpreter voices into English from our ASL, the English really won’t be what we wrote (as anyone knows who has seen the same sentence translated into one language and then back to the original one knows). Allison says that when she has done “interpreter facilitated readings, [she has] found that the audience questions are invariably about ASL use, about how deaf people can think or can write, and/or about some other aspect of being deaf”--even when the story read has nothing to do with deaf characters. She has had better experiences filming herself signing a story and then subtitling it with her own words. Because there was no sound, the audience had to participate by reading the subtitles--this increased audience engagement being an illustration of deaf gain (DEAF CONTRIBUTE). Allison reports that after video-assisted readings, audience questions are about where to get her work, or “specific questions about the characters or why [she chooses] to write a certain way.”  


Allison has found her way into participating in a creative writing community primarily via technology. She communicates with hearing authors mostly via Facebook. In person, she’ll use an interpreter when one is available (such as in formal situations like a lecture or workshop), but for social settings she uses writing, and reports that “writers in general seem to really get a kick out of in-person conversations that may be partially written” and has even had some notebooks “stolen” that way. She thinks that their response is because “being able to talk about writing with another writer in a situation where that writer asks you to y’know, write something down is, well, kinda cool.”


A DEAF CONTRIBUTE.


Allison's experiences tell me that the way for access for deaf writers to increase is for deaf writers to show what can be done, but paradoxically for that to happen deaf writers are going to need to go more into the less-accessible venues and push rather than publishing, presenting ("reading"), and meeting mainly within the deaf community.
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