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Abstract 

 
This thesis represents the first attempt to map the cultural geographies of a 

Deaf community. Focused on Brighton and Hove, it is an epistemological inquiry, 
employing a mixed method approach, including photo elicitation, a happiness 
survey, sketch maps of cultural landmarks and interviews. Each method is used 
to help map the range of performative actions and representations that 
characterise the Deaf community in the city. 

The cultural geography of the Deaf community is framed by the concept of 
Deafhood, a poststructuralist rendering of Deaf identity which is focused in part, 
on representations emerging from, held and performed by this community. I 
investigated the Cultural Crown’s (people who have access to the community’s 
cultural capital) understanding of material and non-material cultures that 
represent the Deaf community. I identified the demographics of this community 
and their use of different physical, amorphous and existential spaces. I mapped 
locations, movements, networks, and identified sites of ‘home’ across different 
social strata. I analysed a survey of happiness and kindness that converged and 
diverged from the Cultural Crown representations and revealed a stratified 
community of different cultural competence facilitated by language ability. I 
visualised the locations, routes and boundary liminality around and beyond the 
city, which posits deaf people in different senses of self. 

I perceptively conceive the Deaf community as a diaspora, whereby its 
members yearn for a perceived ‘home’, performed through micro and 
preconscious actions of ‘home-creation’, manifested differently across each 
stratum but achieving the same aim, and ranging from Deaf club visits in a 
convivial neighbourhood with permanency and regularity to an ephemeral 
international Deaf village of multicultural encounters. 

As a member of the city’s Deaf community, I place myself within this thesis as 
both the observer and the observed, and reimagine the data through an 
impressionist survey. The cultural geography of this community presented in this 
thesis is formed through the use of its language, sign language, to facilitate a 
cultural map of interconnected routes from neighbourhoods to international 
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conventions; a cultural capital that is often misunderstood in a phonocentric 
world. 
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Chapter One: Introduction to an epistemological study 
 

Introduction 
 

This thesis is an exploration into how the geographies of the Deaf community, 
the collective group of sign language people, perform their cultural identity. The 
focus of the investigation is to explore the self, body and landscape of the Deaf 
community in Brighton and Hove. This is an epistemological survey, in which I 
observed the performativity of Deaf bodies within community spaces and drew 
out the conceptual ideas from the data. My academic position is that I am a 
human geographer, primarily, and I focussed on observing the nature of ‘doing 
culture’ and reimagined these habitual behaviours into a broader understanding 
of the question, ‘what is the Deaf community?’  

The subsidiary questions include the following: 

• What is the spatial-temporal structure of the Deaf community in historical, 
demographic, social, cultural and economic contexts in the city? 

• How does the sign language body perform and be embodied within the 
cityscape? 

• How are the actors in the social networks and material and non-material 
cultures in the Deaf community realised? 

• Compared to current Deaf studies discourses in social sciences, how can a 
Deaf community, or a sociolinguistic minority community more 
broadly, be presented in the context of cultural geographies? 

This chapter introduces the thesis and contextualises the research within 
human geography, or more specifically cultural geography. As part of the 
introduction, I introduce myself, the city of Brighton and Hove, and the historical 
legacy of the Deaf community in local and global contexts. I placed this thesis in 
the context of ‘more-than representational thought’, which positions how I 
approach the questions and the conclusions I can draw from the data. Finally, I 
detail the structure of the thesis to draw out the main themes of the investigation. 
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Why I chose this question 
The impetus of this research investigation was the result of a conversation I 

had with the director of Possability 1 People, a local charity that provides support 
for disabled people in Brighton and Hove, about services for deaf people in 
general. I explained what exactly the community required from local 
government services, including the charity that was contracted to provide these 
services, and she retorted, “I don’t understand what the Deaf community is?” I 
struggled to answer this question because I was not sure what answer she 
wanted and I was unable to provide a definitive one. I knew this issue affected 
my ability to defend the political entity and provide a justification as to why the 
community was different compared to other groups of disabled people. At that 
time, the language on offer was ‘sociolinguistic minority group’ or ‘community 
of identity’ but I could not progress much further than that. This thesis seeks to 
identify that clarity and create a vocabulary that could enable members of this 
community to define what it is, how it came to be, how the community manifests 
itself and why deaf people identify with that community over other 
communities. 

There were some very clear examples of the problems of the disability 
discourse and the Deaf discourse. I was organising meetings for deaf people to 
engage with local service providers and budget holders, and I was invited to 
attend meetings set up for various groups of disabled people, but local members 
of the community often failed to turn up, even with a BSL/English interpreter 
present. I offered to set up an alternative in a ‘Deaf space’, which placed BSL at 
the heart of the deliberations and where deaf people led the discourse in the 
room. An interpreter was present to provide a voiceover for the non-deaf guests 
and the power dynamics were reversed. The event was well attended and 
various people provided information about their services and the problems they 
experienced. This inclination towards Deaf spaces confounded the council 
representatives and they decided to work through Deaf events instead. 
Furthermore, there was a political impetus when David Cameron, the then Prime 

 
1 Word play is intended. 
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Minister, sought to cut budgets at local levels and several specialist disability 
charities lost their funding to favour a pan-disability organisation but the Deaf 
community, rather than the Deaf sector organisations, refused to participate. 

In 2012-14, I was writing a blog, Deaf Capital, to explore different aspects of 
Deaf Studies that I was interested in and realised that Deaf geography was a 
growing field that aligned with my academic interests. There was a particular 
moment when I attended the Deaf Geography conference organised by Mary 
Beth Kitzel at Herstmonceux Castle (in 2013), with Mike Gulliver, to explore Deaf 
geography as a new field2.  I realised that the main themes on the Deaf Capital 
blog were well represented in Deaf geographies, and some of these ideas are part 
of this thesis. 

This is a new piece of work in a new field of human geography in the context 
of Deaf Studies. This is the first investigation into the Deaf community as a 
political entity and observes how deaf people perform their cultural identity 
within an urban landscape. The closest work related to this thesis is Breivik and 
Haualand’s investigation into the Deaflympics event in a temporary Deaf village 
in Rome (Breivik et al., 2002; Haualand, 2007). In this context, I am exploring a 
permanent location, a Deaf community in Brighton and Hove, with a thriving 
community of signing deaf people. 

 
 
Epistemology as an inquiry 
Epistemological inquiry is a bottom-up investigation that uses observation to 

formulate conceptual ideas: the approach of this thesis. The end outcome of 
epistemology is a level of cognitive success, which remains true to the captured 
observations. In my case, I have engaged with members of the Deaf community 
to formulate ideas about ‘what is a Deaf community’ (Steup & Neta, 2020). You, 
the reader, are also part of this journey as you read through the text, whereby I 
start with clear lines between myself and the respondents, and towards a 
reimagined account of cultural phenomena using the collective pronoun ‘we.’  

 
2 More details about this event are explained in Chapter 2 in defining Deaf geographies. 
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In the process of this inquiry, my focus was to draw out responses to my 

questions, using a range of methods, and use my knowledge and skills to 
substantiate the responses with the resources I have available to me, including 
literature, personal knowledge of the community, and my own narratives and 
self-reflections. From chapters four to eight, I have refrained from adding my 
own personal views, which might have differed from the community’s 
contributors, and in chapter nine, I have introduced myself into the discourse 
through a reimagined account of the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove. In 
short, I moved from a separation of ‘them and I’ to a collective ‘we’ as mentioned 
above. This is detailed further in Chapter Three, where I discuss the 
methodology of this investigation. 
 

 
Who am I? 
I should at this point declare who I am: I am a deaf person who uses British 

Sign language (BSL) as my preferred means of communication, although English 
is my first language. I was raised by two non-deaf parents who never learned 
how to sign, although Mum still tries on some occasions; I lipread and speak 
with them. I am a husband to my life-long partner, whom I met when I was 21 
years old but married in 2014 when the law changed; he works as a sign 
language interpreter and works with me often. I identify as gay and a great 
grandson of Jewish migrants, mostly tailors, who escaped from the pogroms in 
Lithuania in the early twentieth century. I am a lecturer at the University of 
Sussex and have worked here since 2006 in different capacities, and now convene 
an elective pathway and minor in British Sign Language and Deaf culture. My 
scholarship began with chemistry because ‘it was a good job for a deaf person’ 
but I then turned to my true love of languages and humanities. Although I 
identify as a deaf person who is a member of the Deaf community, I 
acknowledge that my experiences are similar and dissimilar to those of my peers.  

While I am an academic at the University of Sussex and a member of the Deaf 
community, however that might be defined, I am conscious that I am re-
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presenting thoughts, ideas, signs, and emotions from people who might never be 
able to read this thesis. It is important to recognise my privilege(s). I am part of 
the normative world of English-speaking academia that only publishes in that 
language, which is predominately Western and colonial in nature. Even in the 
process of checking responses from participants, they are not reading the words 
on the page, they are watching my interpretation into BSL. My Master’s 
qualification focused on BSL, linguistics, and translation theory, and I have been 
trained to translate between BSL and English. Beyond this, there is always an 
’approximation’ between what I am told and what I write; it is not always 
possible to achieve a direct equivalence for all concepts. 

I first discovered the Deaf community at the age of 17; I have missed quite a 
few years of upbringing and exposure to the Deaf lifeworld, even though I have 
been part of it for 33 years at the time of writing this thesis. I wanted to explore 
my sense of place, my own home, within this community and begin to 
understand what I know and what I do not. The respondents in this investigation 
are far more knowledgeable than I am and this thesis is to bring that knowledge 
alive in written English, so the Deaf lived experience can be understood in a 
wider context. Current research indicates that a sign language would not be a 
'mother tongue' if the language was not acquired before the age of seven, which 
results in a different lived experience between people who are 'native' to the 
community and those who are introduced later in life (e.g., general principle 
(Lenneberg, 1967); phonological learning (Flege, Schirru & MacKey, 2003; 
Norrman & Bylund, 2016); and spontaneous language (Ramírez, Liberman & 
Mayberry, 2013). There is a complex relationship between the Deaf community’s 
Cultural Crown, individuals who have access to the community’s cultural 
capital, and discovering the community later in life (Ladd cited in Krentz & 
Bauman, 2009). 

My positionality is explored in Chapter 3, including my position as both an 
insider and outsider of the Deaf community. I contextualise this in relation to 
other social science research and the ambiguity of positionality, especially as I 
am a member of the same community I am investigating. 
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Brighton and Hove 
HRH Princess Diana opened the centennial conference of the British Deaf 

Association at the Brighton Centre on 9 August 1990. She stood at the high table 
and signed to an audience for the first time and congratulated them on their 
anniversary. This event has become a memorable moment in the community's 
history about how a member of the Royal Family had learned to sign, as a legacy 
to the late Prince Phillip’s mother. The relationship between the city of Brighton 
and Hove and the Royal Family is renowned through the antics of Prince Regent 
and how he converted the village of Brighthelmston (its name in 1816, from 
Bristelmestune in 1086) and built a summer palace by the sea. The palace, more 
commonly known as the Pavilion, lured people away from London to consume 
the airs of aristocracy with the popularised therapeutic qualities of the sea. 

Brighton has a population of approximately 270,000 people of which 800 are 
known to be signing deaf people. The primary economic activities in the city are 
tourism, computer game design and banking with some entrepreneurial 
developments as well as commercial quarters in the town centre, such as antique 
jewellery in the Lanes. The political spectrum within the city boundaries is 
Labour/Tory swing in Hove, Labour/Green in the Brighton Pavilion and 
Labour/Tory swing in East Brighton and Peacehaven. The city selected the first 
Green MP, Caroline Lucas. Both Labour MPs in Hove as well as East Brighton 
and Peacehaven are openly gay men, which indicates the city’s progressive 
politics.  



 

   
 

7 

 

Fig. 1: Areas in Brighton and Hove 

 

 

A historical legacy 
 
The legacy of the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove is not limited to 

recent years but extends further back to an earlier period when the town was 
first established. In this section, I primarily focused on the founding of the first 
institution educating deaf children in this area, which occurred during a period 
of development. This new school emerged within a global paradigm shift in the 
education of deaf children, which moved from manualism to oralism, and how 
the revolution affected local deaf children. 

William Sleight was a God-fearing man who moved from Knaresborough, 
Yorkshire to become the first Headmaster of the Brighton Institution for the 
Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb in 1842 (Children’s Home website, n.d.; 
Pritchard, 1963). The school was situated in Egremont Place before it moved to 
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Eastern Road, in Brighton. Sleight originally taught at the Yorkshire Institution in 
Doncaster under Charles Baker, spending three years in the institution under 
Baker’s guidance (Branson & Miller, 2008, p. 196). Consequently, Sleight opened 
the Brighton Institution with just nine pupils and £5 in the bank. There is an 
indication that instruction was by sign language or the combined method. 

 

The Combined System of instruction is used [at the institution]. Mr Sleight has 
great faith in signs and they are used very freely in the classrooms. (Silent 
Worker, vol. 7 no. 5 [Jan 1895]) 

In 1867, the school was registered as the Brighton Institution for the 
Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb in Hampshire, Sussex and Kent. Sleight's wife, 
Sarah, was the matron of the school. His son, W. Blomefield Sleight (b. 1850) was 
raised in the Institution and became a vicar in Northamptonshire; moreover, he 
later sat on the Royal Commission on the Blind and Deaf and Dumb (HMSO, 
1889) and was voted to become the first president of the British Deaf and Dumb 
Association (today known as the British Deaf Association) in 1890. The BDDA 
was a political response to the outcomes of the Royal Commission. 

From 1887 to 1889, the Deaf community was under pressure from the Royal 
Commission, one of the series of legislations at the time intended to standardise 
the education of 'handicapped' people. This legislation supported the use of the 
'pure oral method' of education. Blomefield Sleight sat on the commission and 
signed it in 1889 with reservations which were printed eventually in the London 
Times: 

The contention of Messrs. Owen and Sleight is that the Oral System breaks down 
in after life [sic], and that its pupils not infrequently resort to writing and the 
manual alphabet. They, therefore, advocate the "Combined Method" - i.e., the 
main instruction being carried on by means of the finger alphabet and signs, 
articulation and lip-reading being taught as accomplishments to those who show 
aptitude for receiving such instruction. (24 October 1889) 

Francis Maginn (1861-1918), a deaf man from Mallow in Ireland, was a 
teacher in the Royal School for the Deaf in Margate (est. 1876) and he aspired to 
establish a National Association of the Deaf (based on a similar organisation in 
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the US) in 1888. He established a committee of six deaf men and six hearing men 
to write a constitution for the new association, which was chaired by Blomefield 
Sleight. While the first attempt failed to rally enough members, the second 
attempt saw the inaugural AGM at Albion Place, Leeds on 24 July 1890. Maginn 
(who was 29 years old) nominated himself to be the first chair of the BDDA and 
Blomefield Sleight (then 40 years old) was presented as a candidate "at the last 
minute" and won the vote; the members of the first political organisation 
representing this community rejected the deaf candidate. Maginn, who lost the 
ballot, was given a regional Vice-Presidency with no real power; over the years, 
he gradually moved away from the BDDA and focussed his energy on Northern 
Ireland. It was many years before the BDA had its first deaf president, Jock 
Young, in 1983, and deaf Chief Executive Officer, Jeff McWhinney in 1995. 

The Silent Worker (1898: Vol. XI, No. 2) published an article on the Reverend: 

In 1887, [Rev.] Sleight was appointed a member of the Royal Commission on the 
Education of Deaf Children, and in that capacity visited a large number of 
schools in Great Britain and on the continent. Being one of the few members on 
the commission who had any practical experience of the subject with which they 
had to deal, his views, favouring the combined system were among the most 
useful and practical contribution to the results of this enquiry, and we doubt not 
that they will prove to be correct. (Ephphatha) 

William Sleight was the headmaster of the school until 1907 having remained 
as a teacher for 73 years. His legacy was a school for 101 pupils and a financially 
secure institution, though, at some point after his death, the method of 
instruction in the school changed from the combined to the oral method. 

Brighton and Hove city is a location of historical importance for deaf people 
in the UK as the home of the longstanding school for the deaf where sign 
language is taught, and it has provided leaders who advocated for the 
continuation of the combined method of education. The establishment of the 
British Deaf and Dumb Association was a political retaliation against the 
government and their acts of linguistic and cultural genocide. 
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Abbé de l’Epée (1712 to 1789) to the Second international congress on education of 

the deaf in Milan (1880) 
Abbé de l’Epée was a pioneer in Deaf education. He was Catholic priest and 

philanthropic educator known as the ‘father of the deaf.’ Around 1760, he 
engaged with deaf street children in the Parisian slums using a form of signed 
communication and wondered if he could use that form of communication to 
teach written French. He took some of the children inside and used their visual 
manual communication, which he later formed as an instruction method using 
‘signs’ or signes méthodiques, when he realised that deaf children were capable of 
learning. He then established the first free school for deaf children. 

In order to raise funds from the Parisian nobility, he set up events to 
demonstrate deaf people’s ability to sign and write. Questions were asked in 
spoken French, which was signed into a manually coded French, and the deaf 
student wrote their answer on a board. The school relied on public donations to 
educate each child and this approach was developed further by Epée’s protégé, 
Abbé Sicard (1742 - 1822). Sicard published the first dictionary of French Sign 
Language as well as several other works. 

Abbé de l’Epée was in communication with another educator, Samuel 
Heinicke, who taught privileged deaf children to speak in return for a fee. At this 
time, wealthy benefactors were unable to pass on their capital to their deaf 
children if their heirs were not of ‘sound mind.’ The deaf children were taught to 
speak as a test of lucidity to keep wealth in the immediate family. During Epée’s 
time, he was in correspondence with Heinicke arguing about best approaches to 
educating deaf children. They would compare their educational outcomes such 
as writing ability and conversation skills. This discourse was the start of a 
centuries long debate about the best approaches to teaching deaf children which 
still exists today. 

In 1880, from 6 to 11 September, 164 delegates arrived in Milan to debate 
approaches to deaf education. Out of the total number of delegates, only one was 
deaf. They exhibited deaf children who were able to produced words from their 
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mouths in spoken Italian3 which created a false illusion that oralist approaches 
were superior to other methods. In the first motion, which was carried 160 to 4, it 
was reported: 

The Convention, considering the incontestable superiority of articulation over 
signs in restoring the deaf-mute to society and giving him a fuller knowledge of 
language, declares that the oral method should be preferred to that of signs in 
education and the instruction of deaf-mutes. (Second Congress on Education of 
the Deaf, 1880) 

The only protestors against the motion were from the US and UK, where sign 
language was the primary means of communication in institutions. The debate 
was spearheaded by Edward Miner Gallaudet (for manual communication) and 
Alexander Graham Bell (for oral communication). In 1887-9, Bell also presented 
evidence to the Royal Commission to promote two ideas: 1. the banning of 
signed communication in any form in educational settings; and 2. the prevention 
of marriages between deaf people for fear of a ‘deaf race.’ The Commission 
supported the first aim but not the second, and this ideological shift affected the 
Brighton Institution. From 1841 to 1907, the combined system was the primary 
means of communication throughout the school until William Sleight’s son, 
Arthur, took over and the approaches to education gradually changed. Children 
were separated into two classes: the oral class and the signing class, which 
persisted over several decades until the children were evacuated to Coldharbour 
in Wivelsfield Green, Sussex, during the Second World War. After the war in 
1947, the signing class were moved to Margate School for the Deaf in Kent and 
the oral class were moved to a new school for the partial hearing in Ovingdean; a 
school that taught only using the oral methods. 

Today, deaf children are still exposed to different communication systems to a 
lesser or greater extent, which has resulted in widespread confusion, 
fragmentation of the support systems in the community, loss of cultural capital 
and systematic marginalisation of deaf people from everyday life. The same 

 
3 Bear in mind that spoken Italian correlates phonetically with the written form, which is not the 
same for English. 
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international congress passed a motion at its 21st event in 2010, in Vancouver, BC, 
Canada, and accepted the dangerous ramifications of the ban. 
 
 

Human Geography 
 

In this section, I am centring this thesis within the sub-discipline of human 
geography and drawing out different aspects of geographical thought that help 
me to explore the Deaf community. In 1986, an initiative in Nicaragua brought 
deaf children from the surrounding villages and placed them in a school with 
teachers who were unable to sign (Senghas & Coppola, 2001). The teachers were 
selected to teach Spanish (spoken and written), as this country had no official 
signed language, but the children autonomously developed their own signed 
language without any external stimuli. The children shared their gestures, which 
they used with their non-deaf parents and villagers, and progressed to fix the 
lexical signs to meanings, and developed their own syntactic structures. Despite 
the ambition to teach deaf children using oral methods of education, a new 
signed language emerged in this scholastic space. This ephemeral occasion was 
essential for social linguists to understand how a language forms and how 
human interaction can result naturally in the evolution of widely-used linguistic 
features; however, a human geographer would provide an additional 
observation: what is the nature of human behaviour that allows for the formation 
of a new language in that space? How much does this incident represent the 
development of signed languages across the globe? And is the formation of a 
new language a means to resist against oralist approaches from non-deaf 
teachers or a natural development in spite of it? 

Our objective in human geography is to understand the simultaneity of social, 
political, and economic life in time and space. But exactly how can we 
conceptualise the processes and patterns of human life on the time-space 
tapestry? (Dear & Wolch, 2014, p. 6) 



 

   
 

13 
Human geography can help to answer these questions because the space, as a 

result of establishing a school, developed its own purpose which was outside of 
the teachers’ control. The space was the first moment when deaf children could 
come together and meet deaf people like themselves. This is specific to urban 
geographies and the creation of resources in locations where people cohabit. The 
event, as we know it, is not unique to Nicaragua, or the school in question, but 
repeated through many countries by accident or by design. People have a human 
need to interact with each other and common behaviours form social and 
cultural norms. Social geography is a field of study that explores how people 
interact with others in different spaces which are structured and can be used to 
form a community. Lastly, a community space is embodied and shaped, through 
material and non-material cultures, to create a sense of belonging that is specific 
to the group’s identity. Cultural geography enables us to explore the relationship 
between members of the same community and how they differ from people from 
outside the community, and how these borders permeate. Urban, social and 
cultural geographies can provide the discursive lens needed to describe the 
human processes as heuristic tools. 

I am using this doctoral research to develop as a human geographer with a 
specific interest in cultural geography. As a post structuralist researcher, my line 
of inquiry is to unpack observations beyond the essentialist and corporeal 
assumptions about the deaf sign language body. Instead, I desire to make sense 
of their lifeworld, as far as possible, in how identity manifests itself through 
human behaviour and interaction with their environments. 

  
Social Geography 
Social geography is interested in the relationship between society and space 

and how the play on the differences can result in power inequalities that shape 
people’s everyday lives. The social spatial differences are “embodied and 
reproduced through communities, individual’s identities and subjectivities, and 
indeed societies” (Del Casino, Thomas, Cloke & Panelli, 2011, p. 3). The cultural 
turn in social sciences has moved from the observation and categorisation of 



 

   
 

14 
human behaviours in space and moved towards the embodiment of space and 
how different ways of living are represented as identities. To a point, we can 
theorise the social-spatial-temporal life, how it is defined and represented across 
the globe, and the reproductions of social spaces as a cultural norm. The 
phenomenology of geographical concepts, such as self, body and landscape, 
allows us to theorise how the diversity and complexity of human behaviour can 
transpire across different communities and identities. I am guided by some of 
these ideas but I am interested to discover how they materialise in this research 
process and can draw comparisons, as well as differences, to current theoretical 
understandings. 

Butler introduced the idea of ‘unpacking’ observations to describe the social 
relationships between people in certain situations. If a judge sentences a ‘suspect’ 
to 20 years in prison, an example Butler used, it suggests there is a power 
dynamic of the judge imposing his authority over an individual which assumes a 
set of processes to take the ‘suspect’ to another place isolated from society, a 
prison. Actions and words (or signs in this case) from a hegemonic power reveal 
the power relationships between people that are culturally bound, which defines 
the space, the actors in them and the set of actions as a consequence of them. This 
line of inquiry transpires through this thesis and my contributions in this thesis 
(Butler, 2010, p. 148). 

Social geography uses the power of maps to tell a story about how people 
connect and engage with each other in space. This thesis uses maps to identify 
different locations that are important to the Deaf community in Brighton and 
Hove, which enables us to explore the spatiality of this community. Is the Deaf 
community an enclave in the same way as the spaces surrounding Gallaudet 
University or is it a Deaf village in the same way as Deaf Village Ireland in 
Dublin? How does conviviality function in this community? Do they come 
together as a single group in a single location, such as a Deaf club, in the form of 
social epitomes? 
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Cultural geography 
Cultural geography focuses on the "patterns and interactions of human 

culture, both material and non-material, in relation to the natural environment 
and the human organisation of space" (Cosgrove, 1994a, p. 111). Material culture 
is the objects and emblems of the community’s identity that represent a 
particular value or image that has resonance. Non-material cultures are the 
norms of human behaviour that are replicable from one moment to another, 
which are recognisable as typical patterns of behaviour in that community. Both 
elements of culture are dependent on the specificity of space or place as well as 
the momentary regularity of an event that warrants certain cultural behaviours 
or practices. 

A lamp post is an object situated on many streets with the purpose to spread 
light in places of darkness. For the general population, the lamp post has no 
specific meaning but it is material culture of the Deaf community. The Deaf club 
is a place of respite from the pressures of communicating with non-deaf people. 
When the doors of the club had shut, the members would continue their 
conversations in the street and gather under the lamp post where there is light. It 
is not possible for deaf people to maintain conversion if there is no light present, 
which is different for hearing people, and we would gravitate to light and stay 
there for hours. Critically, the need to stay under the lamp post symbolises the 
yearning of deaf people to connect in their own language, which is not 
commonplace in society. It represents a resistance against marginalisation and 
survival as a group; these moments are essential tools to support individuals’ 
health and wellbeing. 

The symbolic reference of a lamp post as a material object and the non-
material behaviours of gravitating towards light has manifested in another way. 
'Under the Lamp’ became the title of a TV programme commissioned by the BSL 
Broadcasting Trust (2013 - 15), featuring a well-known TV presenter, Caroline 
Nabarro, interviewing key members of the community, including culture studies 
academic Paddy Ladd; the late Hal Draper, an actor and comedian; and sailor 
Gerry Hughes, who sailed around the globe single-handedly (to name a few). 
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The object of a street lamp has migrated from an object on the streets to a 
symbolic metaphor of curious conversations to reveal one’s hopes, dreams and 
expectations as a signing deaf person. 

Non-Representational Thought 
Non-representational thought (NRT), a concept by Thrift and developed 

further by other authors, is the pre-requisite to more-than representational 
thought. Thrift challenged political geographies, steering them away from the 
assumption of representation through essentialist descriptions of differences, and 
repositioned the sub-discipline in a process of critical observation, or the 
geographical process of meaning-making. He was concerned with the ‘little 
things in life’, the physical expression of micro-aggressions that determine the 
individual’s identity, and removed the assumption of human dominance on 
culture to include the effect of ‘things’ and ‘animals.’ In the act of observation, 
geographers can draw out ideas about the values of space, identity 
representation and culture manifestations. The foci of the investigation allow the 
geographer to phenomenalise spatial/physical attributes which can be 
understood through different analyses, or in the context of higher or lower 
cultures, social class, power relations, economic disparity and/or historical and 
mythological contexts (Thrift, 1996, 1997, 2000, 2008). 

It is not identity that is rejected; rather there is a rejection of identity being 
subsumed under a transcendental principle, and as such the significance of 
performativity as the frontier teetering in between the necessary and the 
unexpected comes to the fore. (Dewsbury, 2000, p. 480) 

It is this that drew me into the work of non-representational thought, 
whereby the performativity of human action can provide evidence of social and 
cultural phenomena. If I was in any way hoping to describe how the Deaf 
community manifested itself within the urban environment, it would be the 
physical movements, its repetitions and differences, the materiality of symbols, 
gestures 4 and gesticulations, the movements within space and the in-betweenness 

 
4 Gesture is not synonymous with sign language despite the fact that both cohabit 

the same modality, which is addressed later on. 
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of existential spaces that can reveal ‘what it is.’ Thrift would summarise this 
description as it’s the little things we do (Thrift, 2002). 

NRT offers a helpful framework to posit the researcher in the role of an 
observer of human behaviour, rather than the 'interpreter' of language and 
expression, which is open to misinterpretation and mis-representation. Thrift 
determined that the ‘body in space’ is free and moves without obstacles or 
restrictions, and the choices they make to move in one direction or another 
determine their cultural manifestations. But the deaf body is not free, the body is 
unable to hear, wears an emblematic hearing aid, and uses its hands in signing 
space; the deaf body has a different relationship with space as similar to other 
characteristic identities. More-than representational thought creates a bridge 
between the position of the observer in NRT with the acceptance of 
representation of a specific identity (Lorimer, 2005). 
  
Speech Act 

Our enacting then, both through our speech acts, and our bodily performances 
that carry them forth, propose and create connections which configure the 
‘object’ allowed to materialise in discourse. (Dewsbury, 2000, p. 477) 

 Speech act is the work of Austin (1975) and Searle, Kiefer and Bierwisch 
(1980), and an important influence to my postgraduate study and dissertation, 
which enabled me to form a connection between my linguistic/sociolinguistic 
studies with this thesis. My postgraduate diploma dissertation was focussed on 
how culture is represented in language, which could be present or missed in the 
act of interpreting from one language to another. I explored how the cultural 
emphasis in language can be omitted during the interpreting process, especially 
when the interpreters are themselves second language users. Therefore, I 
developed a case for more deaf people to be trained and qualify as sign-language 
interpreters or translators, which would improve the quality of interpretation 
(Collins & Walker, 2006; Stone, Walker & Parsons, 2012). To explain further, 
speech act is part of a field of pragmatics, a principal area of sociolinguistics, 
whereby the expectations of the speaker would shape and change how the 
utterance is performed. A classic example of speech act is a commonly used 



 

   
 

18 
expression, 'it is cold in here.’ In one situation, this utterance would just be a 
statement of fact to describe temperature in a room but in a different setting, say 
a classroom, it would have a different meaning. If a student is setting nearby a 
window, the utterance would expect the receiver of the message to act or stand 
up, move towards the window and close it. It would have been clearer if the 
speaker had been explicit and stated exactly what they wanted, but the speaker 
was also standing in front of a class of students expecting a flawless lecture and, 
in the process of 'saving face,' the utterance was aimed to reduce the impact. The 
second problem is that the utterance is culturally bound and only those who 
follow similar cultural norms could understand its intent. 

The illocutionary force is the intent to infer action using culturally implicit 
messages and one of the original influences of NRT. The exploration of culture, 
through utterances and the associated human performance, can reveal how 
culture manifests within a collective group. This connection from my Masters 
dissertation to my doctoral thesis allowed me to build on what I already knew. 

 
More-than Representational thought 
The notion of non-representational thought is formed with the assumption 

that the body is a free moving entity that is able to move in and out of spaces 
without limitation. McCormack observed and theorised the movements of dance, 
whereby random movements were described as either flowing, staccato or chaos 
as a representation of body-spatial relations (McCormack, 2013). Even in the light 
of randomised movements, the expression of such action reveals the mind of the 
performer through its performance. The observer can question what these 
movements could say about the mind, how they see the world and the messiness 
of the world they live in. If movement is without restriction, then all the nearby 
locations in space are within reach and available according to one's status. The 
range of movements from person to person, or from one cultural identity to 
another, would describe the way of the world and how the individual expresses 
who they are. This additional paradigm with NRT offers a potential source to an 
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epistemological study, where the performances of individuals reveal the 
presence of non-material cultures. 

How life takes shape and gains expression in shared experiences, everyday 
routines, fleeting encounters, embodied movements, precognitive triggers, 
practical skills, affective intensities, enduring urges, unexceptional interactions 
and sensuous dispositions. (Lorimer, 2005, p. 84) 

More-than representational thought extends the initial ideas of Thrift's non-
representational thought by “making things matter” (Lorimer, 2005, p. 85). In a 
disabled person's world, they embody the spaces around them and the 
limitations of movement by disabling obstacles changes how they move, the 
appendages they adopt and the specific movements that help to navigate 
through the disabling spaces. A blind person's white stick symbolises to other 
people in a busy crowd to make way for that individual to walk through 
unhindered. In the same way, a wheelchair, a crutch, a pair of sunglasses, or a 
hearing aid, are all symbols on the railway carriage walls with the words of 
‘priority seating.’ These symbols are creating a narrative, which is implicit and 
yet unspoken, and have profound implication on human behaviour. More-than 
representational thought extends the scope of the body to different shadings of 
subjectivity and identity; beyond the Western, white, English-speaking, ableist 
ideologies of the perceived perfectly formed human being (Macpherson, 2010). 

The practice of cultural behaviour is represented by how the body performs 
in space, and the extent of these performances are numerous. How the body is 
positioned, its movement, the senses, the interactions and perspectives, the 
directionality, and styles of gesticulation are all means to explore the landscape-
body relations. 

But it might be that this comprehension of representational practices does not 
take account of the shifts in the representational register that seem to have 
occurred during the post-war period, shifts which attempted to subjectify rather 
than to objectify, to evoke instability and multidimensionality, and to exercise 
not only visual, oral, and cognitive ways of knowing but also the precognitive 
and the haptic. (Rycroft, 2005, p. 369) 
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Rycroft makes the connections between the possible discourses in more-than 

representational thought, whereby the subjectivity of movement would 
complicate the spectrum of representation of what we already know politically, 
but also to observe the acts performed unknowingly and pre-consciously. This 
opens out the spectrum of representation beyond what we already know and 
inquires further into to how the self, especially the Deaf self, can be reimagined 
as it is in this thesis. Rycroft focussed on Op Art as a metaphor of observation to 
identify the similarities and differences that moved in line with the direction of 
that cultural identity. Like Op Art, the closely linked lines move together, 
diverge and converge, and materialise as a general shape of the lifeworld where 
identity exists.  

A ‘Wylie walk’ inspired this thesis as an example of more-than 
representational thought whereby a location can be unpacked with other 
observers to give meaning to the lay of the land. Wylie’s (2002) account of 
Glastonbury Tor was a journey through the landscape including the sense of 
elevation, the soil beneath, the emotive connections, the historical relevance, and 
the mythological ideals all adding to what the Tor is. I was inspired by the 
account and had the ambition to achieve a similar account of the Deaf 
community in Brighton and Hove. It was difficult to achieve because the Tor is 
one location but this community, as explained later on, is spread throughout the 
city. Instead, I have produced an ‘impressionist survey’ that uses similar 
approaches to Wylie (2002). This holistic and yet critical account was my 
intended end destination of this thesis and enables the non-deaf reader to 
experience this community without necessarily having to study the language or 
partake in the community itself. 

 
 
Summary 

 
This thesis attempts to address the question, ‘what is the Deaf community?’, 

which is situated in human geography or the observation of human behaviour. 
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Urban, social and cultural geographies allowed me to explore the different 
aspects of community life. As the principal investigator, I am part of this thesis as 
a member of the Deaf community and the community itself has a historical 
legacy in Brighton and Hove. The approach to this inquiry is more-than 
representational thought, which allowed me to observe performance of 
community members in context whilst also conceptualising the representations 
of the community. My critical analysis will take notice of the patterns of 
behaviour as well as the differences that might be conscious or pre-conscious, 
and interpret data from a post-structuralist position to unravel the balances of 
power. 

In Chapter Two, I contextualise the geographies of the Deaf community as a 
new field of study. I take you through the general tenets of geographies of 
difference, geographies of disability and Deaf geographies, and introduce some 
of the main contributors to this discourse. I disambiguate the self, body and 
landscape to describe deaf people as a minority language community, the 
signing body and the Brighton and Hove landscape. 

In Chapter Three, I position myself within the thesis as an insider/outsider 
researcher and explain how I work with this ambiguity in the thesis. The mixed-
methods I use in this post-positive inquiry include photo capture, photo 
elicitation, a survey, sketch maps and a semi-structured interview. I also describe 
how I reimagine the data in the form of an impressionist survey that bridges 
information from different sources to create a single representation of this 
community. 

In Chapter Four, I detail the demographics of the respondents to this 
investigation and bring together the initial data on locations within this 
community. This chapter includes several maps that pinpoint the locations 
within Brighton and Hove that have significant importance. I also explore the 
wayfaring locations in the existential spaces, which are difficult to pinpoint on a 
map. I introduce a new concept of ‘spheres of reach’ that explains the different 
perceptions of the self in space, and how Deaf spaces, both near and further 
away, can be reached. 
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In Chapter Five, the Cultural Crown were asked to identify 21 metaphors and 

images that answer the question, ”What is the Deaf community?” I use the term 
Cultural Crown to represent individuals who have access to the cultural capital 
of this community and have a role in these spaces. I reveal the images they have 
chosen and detail how these ideas can be understood and interpreted. The 
images can be understood in different groups of metaphors such as past and 
present locations, material cultures and visual metaphors, relationships and 
services, organisations and online locations. 

In Chapter Six, I use sketch maps to understand the values of locations inside 
and outside of the city and how the relationships between places of importance 
can be valued. I discuss the importance of familiarity and how individuals move 
beyond the boundaries of the community. I identify social, sexual and economic 
networks shared by the respondents that describe the connectivity between 
community members and the type of engagements they have. I bring these ideas 
back to the spheres of reach and how the findings relate to each stratum, ranging 
from a nearby neighbourhood to an international event. 

In Chapter Seven, the survey is analysed to identify how the images and 
metaphors from the Cultural Crown are valued in the community. I use 
emotional geography to explore data on happiness and kindness in the form of 
an index and median/mode/Chi Square to identify which image was of most 
importance. This revealed the cultural representations of the Deaf community 
and how the community were congruent with the Cultural Crown and where 
they diverged. 

In Chapter Eight, I evaluate the performative actions and describe the 
relationship between the Deaf body and space. I raised ideas about network and 
agency, past memories of places, a comparison between real and virtual spaces, 
the different responses to spontaneous and organised events, and the positions of 
individuals who contribute to the creation of Deaf spaces and those who receive 
the fruits of their endeavours. I then detail the cultural geography of the Deaf 
community using the spheres of reach that are correlated to evidences of time, 
space, networks and cultural assets. 



 

   
 

23 
In Chapter Nine, I bring the data together to form a reimagination of the 

community, which is qualified with historical, conceptual and critical concepts to 
support how the community represents itself. I bridge this narrative to a 
neoromantic realisation that moves beyond the dichotomy of modernist 
discourses between the impaired body and representations of the Deaf self and 
elevates the status of the sign language person within this community in the 
form of a diaspora. 

In Chapter Ten, I conclude that the Deaf community is in fact a diaspora, 
which is realised in different ways throughout the strata of the spheres of reach. 
The pre-conscious actions of ‘home creation’ is a subliminal act that is performed 
by deaf people and an essential element of a diasporic community. I finish the 
thesis with a message to the community and Brighton and Hove City Council 
with suggestions of ways forward.  
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Chapter Two: Contextualising Deaf Geographies 
 

Introduction 
 
This section visits the different literatures that attempt to explain the deaf 

lived experience through a geographical lens. The number of deaf academics is 
few and far between, and the broad narrative of deaf lives in the context of the 
Deaf community is not an easy topic to write about if one is not a member of the 
same community. I have written this chapter with the assumption that you, the 
reader, have yet to see, converse with or engage with the Deaf community and 
you will probably rely on this chapter as a contextual insight, which you need to 
carry through the whole thesis. There are many terms, definitions, metaphors 
and expressions that are widely used and frequently misunderstood, because 
they are often devoid of context. Information about people of difference, disabled 
people and deaf people are often described and defined by people with privilege 
who attempt to re-present the ideas they have seen or heard. I ask you to place 
those ideas to the side for one moment and visualise the world as I, a deaf 
person, see it. Furthermore, this chapter provides you with the contextual 
information about the principal question, ‘what is the Deaf community?’, 
supported by current literature. 

A student of Deaf Studies would be expected to read certain texts before they 
attempt to envisage deeper ideas about the Deaf community. I would suggest 
Carol Padden and Tom Humphries’s Deaf in America, written by two deaf 
authors who bridged the history, culture, mythology, and the Arts to synthesise 
a complex cultural entity that has existed across generations (Padden & 
Humphries, 1988). I would also suggest Harlan Lane’s When the Mind Hears, 
which rewrote the historical narrative of deaf people, which had been mostly 
edited out from our education at the time (Lane, 1989). In addition, Paddy Ladd’s 
Understanding Deaf Culture: In Search of Deafhood introduced post-structuralist (or 
feminist) theory from cultural studies, which equipped Deaf Studies academics 
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with a Deafhood lens (Ladd, 2003). I have an affinity with the work of Ladd, 
which has empowered me to draw out critical perspectives that I can bring out at 
times of need (especially when our identities are challenged or under threat). I 
also agree with Kusters’ critical mapping of Deaf Studies (Kusters, Meulder & 
O’Brien, 2017a). The field has responded to different threats and developed 
theoretical positions to build a thought-through argument; the most recent 
examples were Emery et al.’s response to embryo selection as a eugenic policy or 
Emery and O’Brien’s resistance to the monopoly of non-deaf academics in the 
Deaf Studies field (Emery, Middleton, & Turner, 2010; O’Brien & Emery, 2014). 
There was a need to move away from the need to ‘prove’ something for the 
purpose of social justice, when we really need to focus on how deaf people live. 
Kusters suggested the way forward for Deaf Studies is ontologies and 
epistemologies, using observable human behaviour and theorise on those 
observations. There is a shift to look at the ‘whole picture’, which includes both 
the lived experiences of oppression and inequalities as well as the positive 
outcomes (Kusters, et al., 2017a, p. 19). 

I agree that feminist theory should be employed as part of the analysis as 
opposed to the starting point. I do not root myself positionally within Deafhood 
but I do position myself as a human geographer, specifically in terms of more-
than representational thought, which allows me to observe, inquire and 
understand the representations of the deaf persona within the contexts in which 
it exists. As a researcher leading an epistemological inquiry, I will use whatever 
tools I have in my ‘toolbox’, including Deafhood, to help understand what 
exactly has been observed. This is in contrast to other authors who have selected 
a hypothesis based on a theoretical standpoint and they sought to ‘prove a fit’; I 
find this counterproductive because the self is amorphous, representatively 
complex, culturally hybrid, expressly diversified and contextually intersectional 
(Hauser, O’Hearn, McKee, Steider & Thew, 2010).  

Kusters sought to address the denomination of the lower and upper case ‘d’ 
when writing the term ‘deaf’ by removing the need to use the upper case ‘Deaf’ 
to allow a more fluid position of self-representation that represents the deaf 
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lifeworlds more accurately (Kusters, et al., 2017b). Historically, Woodward who 
coined the term, wanted to distinguish between the audiological profile (e.g., 
deaf) and the collective group of sign language users (e.g., Deaf) (Woodward, 
1975, 1982). Padden and Humphries mis-quoted and mis-cited Woodward and 
changed the definition of the term into a duality whereby ‘Deaf’ referred to deaf 
people who can sign, and ‘deaf’ for people who cannot (Padden & Humphries, 
1988). 

Similar to Kusters and other authors, I too reject the dichotomy of two groups 
of deaf people because it is my personal experience that people transit between 
two positions periodically, daily and momentarily, because we interact with 
people in many ways; they are not static positions. Therefore, I use the lower case 
‘deaf’ to describe the biologically/corporally deaf and the upper case ‘Deaf’ to 
describe the collective grouping, entities and concepts: 

• Individuals: deaf people, deaf person 

• Collective group: Deaf community, Deaf group 

• Entity: Deaf sector, Deaf club, Deaf school 

• Concept: Deafhood, Deaf gain, Deaf culture 
My reasoning for this decision is that Deaf spaces are occupied by many people 
of different identities: hearing people, deaf people with cochlear implants, hard 
of hearing people, deaf people of colour, deaf people with other disabilities, and 
so on; it is my responsibility as a human geographer to ensure that I don’t 
preclude a judgement as to who uses these spaces. At the same time, I am 
positioning the ‘Deaf community’ as a political entity whereby deaf people 
choose to be part of that community, communicate using British Sign Language, 
and perform cultural norms recognisable by their peers; this is why I have used 
the upper case, ‘Deaf’, as opposed to the lower case ‘deaf.’ 

In the past and in recent years within some sectors (e.g., the Arts), the two 
nominations have been used repeatedly in the form of a dichotomy, or ‘d/Deaf 
people’, but this proved divisive and has resulted in conflict within the 
community (Kusters et al., 2017a). For example, some members were described 
as ‘not Deaf enough’ because they did not use the language accurately or ‘too 
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deaf’ because they have remained loyal to the ‘contemporary’ cultural norms of 
mainstream society or were perceived as supporters of audist values. I reject this 
connotation because they are not opposites in any shape or form. Furthermore, 
dichotomies are generally misleading in a post-structuralist discourse because 
people do not fall into a given category and the self is complicated by 
intersectional identities and goes beyond notions of ‘either/or.’ In recent years, 
the wider discourse has questioned dichotomous representations of gender and 
sexuality and shifted into a spectrum of expressions. My own interactions with 
individuals responding to this survey saw a range of people with different ideas 
about their discourses around hearing loss, language, education and their social 
political status, which is further complicated by other identities related to 
gender, age, sexuality, ethnicity, economic status and faith. The idea of ‘d/Deaf’, 
which Deaf sector organisations have often used, as an all-encompassing 
concept, is too simplistic and in some ways reductionist. 

Kusters had suggested that the upper case ‘Deaf’ is not used at all and an 
alternative is adopted, such as ‘signing deaf’ to represent deaf people who use a 
signed language (Kusters, et al., 2017a, p. 20). The question of my thesis and in 
the survey was “Are you a member of the Deaf community?” and the answer to 
this question had to be “yes.” If I wanted to explore a community and how it 
functions in space, the individuals who exist outside of the community would 
not identify as a member and likely not be informed of what the community 
might entail. I wanted to explore how this position was realised and what it took 
for an individual to arrive at this determination. At the same time, I needed, for 
the purpose of this thesis, to define the ‘Deaf community’ as a political entity but 
it was up to the respondents to tell me what that was. The respondents accepted 
that the Deaf community is a real entity but its membership fluctuates: 
individuals phase in and out, the location shifts, and actors come and go. In the 
same way, the Houses of Parliament are a definite entity housed in a majestic 
building in central London, with a Magna Carta, and opened by a relatively 
passive constitutional monarchy; the shape of government changes with political 
emphasis, language use, ideological positionality, and contextual influences. I am 
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comfortable with the idea that the entity of this community can exist but the 
people within the entity will define how it is embodied and shaped 
geographically in this particular landscape. 

 

 

Geographies of Difference 
 
The Deaf community requires deaf people in order to exist, otherwise it 

would just be a vacant space. The actors of the community fill space with rules, 
boundaries, artefacts, symbols and language which set that space apart from 
other locations. Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (Lefebvre & Nicholson-Smith, 
1991) explored how the body interacts with space which is embodied and shaped 
by the agent; the manifestation of space is a subjective process. Lefebvre focused 
on the subjectivity of the body and how the person, whoever they might be, 
determines the space around them.  

The body serves as both point of departure and as destination. We have already 
encountered this body – our body – many times in the present discussion. But 
what body, precisely, are we talking about? (Lefebvre & Nicholson-Smith, 1991, 
p. 194) 

Similar to Thrift (1996), Lefebvre assumed the body is fluid and able to move 
throughout all potential spaces without friction or obstacle; the body is 
normalised and any difference is a force of political power. While Lefebvre asks 
‘whose body it might be’, he didn’t ask ‘what body’, he largely ignored the 
sexualised, disabled, racialised, gendered body that is based on the human 
experience of difference (Kinkaid, 2020). This is why I have directed my thesis 
towards more-than representational thought, which includes the necessity to 
observe the body moving through space but also to incorporate its 
representations. Deaf people’s production of space is potentially diverse but the 
nature of the deaf body includes how positions are elevated and marginalised, 
how movements are promoted and hindered, and how body shapes are desired 
and undesired are all essential thought processes for this thesis. 
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The phenomenological occurrence of difference is a geographical discourse 

influenced by modernist ideas about how the lives of one characteristic group 
compare to another in the form of a duality (Kinkaid, 2020). Essentially, the 
difference between one group and another was determined from the most basic 
differences, such as sex, impairments, race and sexual acts. A post-structuralist 
turn complicates these basic assumptions to draw out ideas that are close to how 
people live or what they experience. The self-fulfilling assumptions of race 
ignore the complexities of ethnicity, culture, language and place, which move 
from discernible differences and towards diverse expressions of the self. The 
essentialist descriptions were replaced with representations of identity that 
required us, the observer, not to assume but to enquire about what those 
differences are. Post-structuralist critiques drew out these discourses and 
challenged assumptions; the acts of the individual sit in a spectrum arc from one 
extreme to another, such as the diverse expressions between Gay and straight, or 
woman and man. The discourse on disability is somewhat more challenging due 
to our complex ideas about similitude and diversity, or aligning with the 
supposed norm and the expression of difference; this discourse has to live with 
both essentialist definitions of impairment as well as the self-expression of 
identity in the face of oppression. For example, the position of this thesis is to 
define Deaf identity as a sign language person without disregarding that signed 
languages would not exist without the existence of impaired hearing; the self-
expression of identity and biological identification are separate and yet related.  

The ontological turn in anthropology allowed for the observation of complex 
expressions and representations of the self to identify common themes or 
understand the spectrum of differences, which have been defined as ‘deep 
ontology’ that “serves as a manner of articulating the divergent principles that 
may underlie the contingent diversity that ethnographic descriptions detect” 
(Holbraad, 2017, p. 55). For the purpose of this thesis, the conversation about 
complexities is of more importance than generalist assumptions so that our ideas 
remain true to how people actually live, compared to how we think they should 
live. Martin (2012) discussed the sameness-difference as a triadic separation, 
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compared to a duality, between what is known to twins about twinness, what 
part of that information is shared with people outside of those relationships and 
what is commonly discussed about twinness, including the myths and folklore, 
that has little or some correlation to the lived experiences of twins. I draw a 
comparison with deaf people whose identity(s) are determined significantly in 
the same triadic correlation whereby external influences do not correlate with 
deaf people’s lived experiences; they are expressions, metaphors and idioms that 
deaf people are not part of. For example, it has been expressed that deaf people 
are ‘deaf and dumb’, ‘stone deaf’ or ‘deaf as a post’, that messages might ‘fall on 
deaf ears’ or an unfinished report would be challenged with ‘are you deaf?’, or 
an attempt to persuade might fail because they ‘preached to deaf ears’; non-deaf 
people have their own narrative about ‘deafness.’ I encourage the reader to focus 
more on the Deaf representations about deaf lives compared to the emblematic 
expressions used in English. 

I disregard the permutations of difference as defined by the grand narrative, 
which is loaded, ableist and requires conceptual unpacking; we need to explore 
the representations of difference from the position of a deaf person in context. In 
the United Kingdom, multiculturalism is expressed as a national identity in a 
multi-ethnic Britain (Uberoi, 2015). Ladd and Lane (2013) redefined the Deaf 
community as an ethnic group due to its linguistic cultural nature; therefore, it is 
language that defines the community’s placeholder in society as opposed to the 
impairment. The legal framework, according to the 2010 Equality Act, still 
perceptively positioned deaf people as individuals with an impairment and the 
use of BSL simply as means of access; it ignores the idea of a community and a 
way of life (Kusters, et al., 2017a, p. 18).  

The performance of cultural identity within the Deaf community is not a 
hybridisation of English-speaking culture, but it is located within the British 
landscape and forms part of deaf people’s sense of national identity. This is in 
contrast to the assumption of ‘othering’ whereby the Deaf community is 
perceived as peripheral, obscure or insular. I reject the idea of ‘ghetto’ to define 
the community: a term of Venetian origin describing spaces that were set aside 



 

   
 

31 
for Jewish and Romani Gypsy settlement and were shut off from the rest of the 
city with people watching the gates at the command of Pope Paul IV (Ruderman, 
1992, p. 5). The idea that deaf people who choose to live solely in the Deaf 
community have ‘ghettoised’ themselves is a mistaken one, which contradicts the 
meaning of the term (Jacobs, 1974). Alternatively, the performance of national 
identity occurs across space and time and is influenced by popular culture across 
the globe, and it varies from context to context. The members of the Deaf 
community subscribe to differ cultural practices which are stratified into ‘lower’ 
cultures, such as visual vernacular, and the ‘higher’ cultures of Dorothy Miles 
poetry (Edensor, 2020). 

The Deaf community is often perceived as a small provincial community with 
a small membership, but we are part of a much bigger community of 70 million 
deaf sign language users. Consequently, there is ‘a global sense of place’: an 
aesthetic sensation where we feel a sense of belonging across nations (Massey, 
2008), which brings about the hybridity of self-expression in the contexts of 
culture, place, identity and nationality. Difference is an account of embodiment 
which takes place in different places and times, to which roles are ascribed and 
represented in different body types, that has its own movement, rhythm, and 
dynamics 5. In particular, disabled bodies are framed by the experiences of 
difference whereby the design of social and spatial processes is bespoke to the 
needs of normative bodies, which are critiqued when discussing the geographies 
of disability. 

 

Geographies of Disability 
 
The Union of Physically Impaired People Against Segregation (UPIAS, 1976) 

declaration changed the definition of disability, rejecting the medical and 
rehabilitative conceptions and reframing disability as a social and political 
construct (Imrie & Edwards, 2007). This central premise was the main theme of a 

 
5 Dynamics as a sense of force as opposed to musical dynamics. 
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series of workshops I led on the geographies of disability for the University of 
Brighton (Autumn semester, 2015). The conversation in class focussed on the 
politicisation of spaces and material culture. A symbolic image that led to 
extensive discussions was a picture of a person sitting in a wheelchair at the 
bottom of a flight of stairs. The depth of perspective was important to the 
conversation because at first glance, disabled people were unable to climb the 
stairs which drew out ideas about impairment and physical differences. It was 
not long before students could describe how the stairs could be adjusted with a 
ramp and how there were different designs that could be considered for that 
flight of stairs; it was steep and far reaching. When I added that at the top of the 
stairs was a library and the main source of education in the vicinity of that 
location; the conversation changed to include how the stairs are detrimental to 
education, access to information, choice, empowerment, and the ability to 
determine one’s own destiny. The geographies of physical spaces are clearly 
defined in literature due to the prevalence of wheelchairs and stairs, which are 
visible and emblematic. There are other disabling experiences that are hidden 
from view that fail to achieve the same level of attention as such mental, 
cognitive, and sensory impairments. This relationship between disability and 
space is guided by the work of Lefebvre’s produced spaces and landscapes of 
power (Lefebvre, 1991 in Gieseking, Mangold, Katz, Low & Saegert, 2014) 
whereby capitalism has influenced how spaces are created to result in the 
imbalance of power. 

Imrie and Edwards (2007) article on the geographies of disability sets the 
multifaceted fora which place disability discourses on the impaired body and 
how space is embodied to constitute a disabled lifeworld; this idea coincides 
with the UPIAS manifesto. 

This pioneering work nevertheless provided a context for the development of the 
sub-discipline now known as the geographies of disability, an area of study that 
has been inspired, not only by the sentiments of UPIAS, but also by theoretical 
developments and debates in geography. Foremost among these are Marxism, 
social constructivism and materialist geographies and, latterly, those relating to 
postmodernism and poststructuralism. In particular, research efforts in the early 
to mid-1990s sought to interlink, in helpful ways, the physical and technical 
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approaches of behavioural geography to social and political contexts and issues, 
and, in doing so, to develop a materialist geographical focus for the study of 
disability and space. (Imrie & Edwards, 2007, p. 624) 

The earlier discourses on geographies of disability positioned this study in 
health, cognition and behaviour, welfare, design, and architecture, and 
approached the topic as a sub-part of a discipline and yet separate, because the 
definition of ‘disability’ was determined by medical descriptions of impairments. 
They failed to identify how disability could be defined as a social construct 
through the exploration of defining disability itself and positioning the discourse 
with disabled people themselves and their lived experiences.  

These discussions draw similarities with the experiences of deaf people 
whose lives are shaped by the people around them, especially medical 
practitioners, the clergy and social care providers. The establishment of Deaf 
schools was a charitable venture to take deaf street children in and strategically 
adopt their signs to teach a written language, which inspired more donators to 
sponsor a child through seven years of education. The story of Thomas Gallaudet 
is well documented, who, in search of ideas to help him establish a new school 
for deaf children in the US in 1815, was rebuffed by the Braidwood family in 
Edinburgh, who had run a school for deaf children since 1760, because their 
methods were a corporate secret. The Deaf clubs were established to keep deaf 
people close to the church and remain institutionalised to keep missioners in 
employment. A manufacturer of cochlear implants, an Australian company 
called Cochlear Ltd, floated on the stock market for the first time in 1999, and its 
share price has increased since, demonstrating how the marketisation of 
technology has superseded teaching through signed languages. The Deaf 
community has its own economic capital, which has been exploited by non-deaf 
people for their own profit, but capitalisation is not a profitable venture because 
it would require deaf people to maintain their control. As the Chair of Signature 
at the time of publishing this thesis, which is a national awarding body for sign 
language and sign language interpreting qualifications, I was very aware that it 
was led by non-deaf people and it has been my purpose to bring deaf and 
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hearing stakeholders together and take a more inclusive approach to leading this 
organisation. 

Despite the interventions from capitalists that sought to define, control and 
champion economic solutions, this community has prevailed. The very spaces 
that were produced for the purpose of intervention became the same locations 
where Deaf culture was developed and refined. An oral history project titled 
‘Deaf Education in the Seventies’ captured narratives from this community 
where pupils hid from their teachers and signed away from prying eyes (Walker 
& Coare, 2012). Deaf people have always gravitated towards each other for the 
purpose of creating that sign language place of belonging, more appropriately 
defined as a ‘home.’ 

Home is commonly considered a place of privacy and refuge, but the home 
does interact with the impaired body which produces a paradoxical and 
contradictory space. Spaces can be a source of comfort and also entrapment; at 
the same time privacy is gauged by the interventions from carers or others who 
regard and disregard personal privacy. Similarly, the life journey as a disabled 
person begins with a medical identification of a chronic condition and a 
consequence is seeking a cure or therapy from a medical practitioner. Foucault’s 
writing on the imbalance of power drew attention to the medical establishment 
in the form of a ‘medical gaze’, whereby the medical profession defines the 
disabled body against a physical irreducible quality. Consequently, the success of 
the medical interventions has created a gaze towards practitioners, who are 
perceptively all-seeing and all-knowing, and inferring a sense of failure and 
burden when there is no cure or the treatment falls short of one. The 
embodiment of the disabled body is in contrast to the medical gaze where the 
separation of mind and body is no longer viable, and one’s home is re-designed 
to suit the differently shaped body (Greenhalgh, 2001).  

Deaf people, who live with hearing people, experience paradoxical 
relationships where hearing normative behaviours contradict the needs of the 
deaf family members that affect their social requirements and mental wellbeing. 
Deaf people often work with sign languages interpreters, but there are still 
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individuals in some sectors who are not qualified or held to account; the reliance 
on a support system that could take advantage of their dependency indicates 
why deaf people are considered to be a ”vulnerable group” (Breivik, 2005). Deaf 
people who sign, and those with knowledge of deaf people like themselves, are 
able to compare their designs and reflect on how they wish to live; what is a 
vulnerability in one situation can be a strength in another. The geographies of 
disability approach is limited to the impairments and lived-experiences of 
disabled people while it fails to recognise the collective experience of a group or 
a community.  

In turn, the cultural linguistic model (Ladd, 2003) and the self-defined ethnic 
group model (Eckert, 2010; Lane, 2005) diverge from the disability specific 
discourse. This divergence created the opportunity for Deaf studies to explore 
how sign languages are expressed and utilised, how our identities are realised in 
the context of our community, and how our micro-actions and performativities 
manifest a cultural actualisation. The cultural linguistic model has also given rise 
to a post-structuralist and critical discourse about “hegemonies, power 
imbalances, and inequalities between passive, dominated, oppressed deaf 
subjects and hearing colonisers/oppressors (mostly pastors, educators and 
administrators), scholars who coined or used concepts such as audism, 
colonialism, phonocentrism, hegemony, and paternalism” (Kusters et al., 2017, p. 
12). Ladd and Woll (in Marschark & Spencer, 2003), in particular, found parallels 
with other oppressed groups such as First Nations and some African peoples, 
such as the establishment of schools to normalise children, removal of native 
languages, and prevention of relationships and marriages between indigenous 
peoples. The geographies of disability framework enable us to explore the 
relationship between identity and space, especially when the body is shaped 
differently or how we embody the environment to incorporate new ways of 
interacting, but it stops short of identifying disabled people as a collective group, 
such as a Deaf community, supported by a language and culture (Scully, 2019). 
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Deaf Geographies 

 
The Deaf community has been observed, theorised and conceptualised by 

different authors over the last 40 years. This work has been rooted in social 
sciences, such as anthropology and ethnography, but the geographical 
perspective is a more recent development. There have been arguments about the 
‘Deaf community’ as a static entity that is characterised by unity and 
homogeneity, which would be perceived as Western and colonial, whereas other 
perspectives favour an anti-essentialist, fluid, dynamic and processual view as a 
community with “Deaf features” and “well-defined boundaries” (Turner, 1994 in 
Kusters, et al., 2017a, p. 19).  

Deaf Studies was a field that evolved from the creation of research units. 
Firstly, the Reginald Phillips Research Unit at the University of Sussex (1969-77), 
led by James Watts, which led to the promotion of signed systems in education 
(Walker, 2010). Secondly, the Centre for Deaf Studies at the University of Bristol 
(1978 - 2013) led by Jim Kyle, which established an interpreting programme and 
engaged with deaf contributors/academics to produce research, other projects 
and a Deaf Studies and interpreting programme. The Deaf Studies Research Unit 
at the University of Durham (1986 - 2014) led by Mary Brennan, established the 
interpreting programme with David Brien, which was then continued by Judith 
Collins, who offered the first deaf translator qualification in the UK (which I 
studied). In 1993, Bencie Woll established Deafness, Cognition and Language at 
University College London, which produced research in cognition and language, 
including the BSL corpus project to capture BSL to form online dictionaries. This 
journey of development started with William Stokoe, who published the first 
article on American Sign Language in 1960 and produced the first dictionary in 
1965 (Padden in Adams, et al., 2000; Stokoe Jr, 1960). In the UK, Brennan 
published the first article, from Moray House in Edinburgh, when she challenged 
the assumption that deaf people had issues with acquiring languages naturally 
when she observed how children acquired BSL from their deaf parents without 
any obstacle (Brennan, 1975). From this point onwards, the establishment of Deaf 
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Studies as a research field led to research units in Bristol, Durham, UCL and later 
Wolverhampton, Central Lancashire, Manchester and Heriot Watt. Social 
research has developed alongside research in languages and linguistics, while 
research into the Deaf community itself, as an entity, is still in its infancy. 

I agree with Kusters that Deaf Studies, since its inception, has theorised the 
Deaf community using ‘top-down’ concepts, which has led to “frozen ways of 
thinking” and this was the impetus for this investigation. I wanted to understand 
how this community could be defined more specifically through a ‘bottom-up’ 
approach, employing ontologies and epistemologies, which would allow us to 
accept that the community, as well as Deaf Studies in general, is an interpretation 
of “the whole picture” (Kusters, et al. 2017a, p. 19).  

Examples of deaf-related epistemologies include the interpretation of ‘DEAF-
DEAF-SAME’, a construct represented in BSL using the upper-case letters to 
denote the sign rather than the word, which was also defined as ‘deaf 
universalism.’ This concept was born from an observation that signing deaf 
people across nations would identify each other as people from the same ‘tribe.’ 
This cultural norm is evident within communities and transnational contexts 
(Friedner & Kusters, 2015). Deaf Gain is a conceptual paradigm that reframes 
‘hearing loss’ into ‘Deaf Gain’ derived from a conversation between an 
individual with newly identified hearing loss and a medical practitioner in which 
he challenged why he was only told ‘what he had lost and not what he had 
gained.’ This is an argument around the social and cultural capital of deaf 
people, and within the Deaf community, that adds to human diversity and 
epistemologically formed knowledge (Bauman & Murray, 2013).  

At the first conference on Deaf geography in 2013, held at Herstmonceux 
Castle, Sussex, which attracted several academics globally interested in 
geography and related disciplines, the delegates presented several sub-themes 
that could apply to this new area of study, which included (verbatim) 

• The built environment 

• Urban geographies 

• Sound and vision-scapes 
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• Social and cultural mobilities 

• Spaces of or from the body 

• Performances of memory 

• Historical geography 

• Identity and belonging 

• Post-colonialism 

• Demographies 

• Spatial theory 
At its heart, 'Deaf space' was the first realisation that geography was an 

important discipline for the field of Deaf Studies. Mike Gulliver, a historical 
geographer, introduced Deaf geography in introduction to DEAF space (Gulliver, 
2009), which explored the relationship between a deaf person and their imagined 
spaces. The upper-case letters DEAF were used to denote the sign for ‘deaf’ as 
opposed to the English term, which may not be the same in meaning and value. 
This was my first exposure to the idea that space itself can be defined and 
embodied through people’s interactions with their environments; this led me to 
enquire what Deaf spaces might be. 

Deaf geographies, as an emerging field of study, has brought about different 
types of research that has focussed on the ‘Deaf community.’ Matthews made the 
first exploration of place, space and identity using geographical concepts 
available at the time, which explored this community in a different way 
(Mathews, 2007). Gulliver and Kitzel used a historical geography lens to 
understand the extent of the Deaf community and arrived at four conclusive 
points: the creation of existential space, the harness of the physical world to 
create places of meaning (e.g., a home), how spaces are shaped to suit deaf 
people’s needs, and how spaces have memories (Gulliver & Kitzel, 2015). While 
the extent of spaces can be explored, the disability lens has proved to be 
unhelpful for an identity that contextualises itself within a community. Gulliver, 
Kitzel, Fekete, Gulliver, Kusters and İlkbaşaran were examined to explore the 
chronological journey in the development of a Deaf geography lens (Gulliver & 
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Fekete, 2017). O’Brien employed a Deleuzean- Guattarian framework of smooth 
and striated space in a rhizomatic cartography through a Map Your Bristol living 
archive; he explored the meaning of connected spaces and places within the Deaf 
community, such as Deaf schools and Deaf clubs, as well as the loss of a 
community’s heritage (O’Brien, Stead & Nourse, 2016). Bristol has undergone 
several moments of ‘loss’, including the Centre for Deaf Studies at the University 
of Bristol, the Bristol Deaf Club as well as potential threats to Elmsfield school, 
which were all under attack from budget readjustments by various host 
institutions; O’Brien captured their journey of loss and nostalgia. Deaf 
communities exist within the host society, and Harold explored the negotiation 
of urban spaces in Dublin, Ireland, denoted as a ‘deaf-friendly city’ whereby the 
city’s phonocentricism, the emphasis on sounds and speech, jeopardised this 
ambition (Harold, 2013). In Kuster’s mapping of Deaf Studies, the description 
was limited to ‘space’ and ‘networks’, which indicates how limited this branch of 
Deaf Studies might be (Kusters, et al., 2017b). There is a need to explore further 
about how spaces in this community are represented. O’Brien still relies on 
narratives and self-representations to draw out ideas but the observation of 
human action in space is still in its infancy. O’Brien and Kusters are leading this 
area of research but their centre is more focussed on spatial ethnography as 
opposed to human geography, although a lot of the conversations about spatial 
elements take place there. The geographical elements must be pulled out and 
human geography established as a Deaf Studies sub-field. 

Ladd, Gulliver and Batterbury argued whether the sign language identity 
could be separated from the Deaf identity, to an extent that a 'sign language 
world' would encompass people from all types of audiological levels (Batterbury, 
Ladd & Gulliver, 2007). The idea was born from Jokinen who broke down the 
sections of the Finnish Deaf community and used the term “viittomakielinen” or 
sign language person. He identified that a community membership would 
include anyone who is fluent in a signed language except for sign language 
learners; for him, language fluency is an essential element of membership 
(Jokinen, 2001).  
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The Self, Body and Landscape 

 
An individual within the Deaf community commits small acts that accrue into 

a behaviour, which is repeated throughout the community and recognised 
mutually as cultural. The sites of discourse in this thesis are self, body, and 
landscape. The self has agency and identity to be the subject of geographical 
interest; body is the link between the self and the lived place; and landscape is 
the location within which the consciousness exists (Casey, 2001). 

The simultaneous and ongoing shaping of self, body and landscape via practice 
and performance. (Wylie, 2007, p. 179) 

Wylie’s work on geographical enquiry exists within the context of Thrift’s 
non-representational thought and how the landscape can be given meaning 
through the human experience of watching, looking, walking or the effect of 
existing in the space. I lean towards the idea that there is a relationship between 
how the self, and its expressions, are an embodiment of the landscape we 
cohabit. This thesis draws on the idea that space and place exist in the eyes that 
give that location meaning while at the same time, we are able to manipulate 
space into an existential reality we want to exist in. In Brighton, we are 
surrounded by views of the sea and sky as a fixed motif that is changing and yet 
unchanging; it is always there. People have given meaning to that sea/sky, 
whether it is as an open-air spa championed by the Prince Regent, a cinema or 
club on the beach, an old port with technological marvels, or a centre of 
entertainment on the Palace Pier; we use these assets, talk about them in our 
narratives, walk through the spaces, and connect our daily and occasional 
activities to what Brighton and Hove has to offer. I have been told in the past that 
a visit to Brighton is a ‘dirty weekend’, a ‘city of poofs’, or a ‘drugs den’, but 
these tropes are a legacy of the Prince Regent and the nobles that joined him to 
turn a small town into a place of pleasure. We, the locals of this city and the 
surrounding Sussex, have absorbed these subliminal messages and shaped our 
home into a politically progressive city of two universities, which was often used 
as a testing bed for innovative cultural enterprise (Ditchling’s Arts and Crafts 
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movement, John Constable’s naturalistic landscapes, Virginia Woolf’s literature 
inspiring feminism, and Biba’s fashion house). The above description of the city 
bridges the self, body and landscape, culminating in a narrative of romanticism, 
an admiration for the place. In turn, it is the purpose of this thesis to realise, as a 
neo-romantic turn, the self, body and landscape of the Deaf community in 
Brighton and Hove. 

 
Services in Brighton and Hove 
In October 2017, Brighton and Hove City Council signed up to the BSL 

charter, one of the outcomes from the Fairness Commission in 2015 (Brighton 
and Hove City Council, 2017). I was part of the group that initiated the first 
investigation, which led to this conclusion. The council’s statement was to 
“improve access and rights for deaf people who use British Sign Language, the 
council should sign up to the British Deaf Association’s Charter for British Sign 
Language and implement five pledges set out with it.” The pledges included the 
following:  

1. Consult formally and informally with the local Deaf community on a regular 
basis, 2. Promote learning and high quality teaching of BSL, 3. Support [signing] 
deaf children and families, 4. Ensure access for deaf people to information and 
services, 5. Ensure staff working with deaf people can communicate effectively 
using British Sign Language. (Brighton and Hove City Council, 2017, p. 1) 

The first meeting a year later identified different themes of interest: 
communicating with the council; young deaf people and experiences of isolation 
in mainstream education; issues in education; awareness training for council 
staff; funding for interpreters working in schools; education, health and care 
plans; sports facilities; and issues related to specific council departments. The 
final report was presented in both English and BSL. This was the first occasion 
when British Sign Language had a presence in council deliberations because, up 
until that point, engagement with this community was non-existent.  

In contrast, the Scottish Government passed the BSL (Scotland) Act (Scottish 
Government, 2015) which is committed to receiving all local authority plans 
related to BSL and BSL provision, which includes public services, family support, 
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education at all levels, training, work, social security, mental health and 
wellbeing, transport, culture and the Arts, justice, democracy, and landscape 
review. While each council provides their local authority plans to the committee 
responsible for the BSL Act, each council is expected to review their progress, 
which is reported publicly and translated into BSL. Brighton and Hove is not 
supported by the resources of a Scottish Government but these efforts are setting 
a standard for other devolved nations; the council lacks the ability to engage 
with communities and see plans through formally. At the same time, the local 
Deaf community are often service users themselves and do not hold positions in 
local government; it is a challenge to get the message across.  

The legislative framework falls back to the definitions of the Equality Act 
whereby BSL is a considered a means of access but the community is often not 
recognised as an entity that needs protecting through resource investment and 
capacity building. The main themes relate to access to mainstream services but 
not on nurturing what the community already has. I was inspired by the work of 
Griggs, which placed mental health intervention within the community; she 
created a ‘model of deaf wellness’, claiming that “deaf wellness is a process as 
much as an outcome, deaf wellness represents system stability rather than 
perfect mental health, deaf wellness means coping, deaf wellness is identified 
against [what] is perceived as deaf people to be unwell, wellness is an expression 
of reclaiming deafness, deaf wellness is a celebration of deafness” (Griggs, 1998, 
p. 13). The construction of a tool kit for local councils to provide access to 
services should first explore how the community could host these services 
locally, using the language natively, and in familiar spaces. I see this thesis as an 
extension of this hypothesis that the community has its own assets and its own 
ability to meet its needs if properly financed. In contrast, mental health services 
are often facilitated by people who are not fluent in BSL and this manifests in 
longer stays in mental health institutions due to misdiagnosis and poor 
communication. In Belgium, the average stay of a deaf patient in a mental health 
institution was 21 years, whereas the equivalent non-deaf patient stay was 148 
days (Timmermans, 1989). The journey to achieve an effective model of 
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wellbeing in a community space would require conceptual clarity, effective 
investment and the prevention of eroding the community’s economic, social and 
cultural capital. It is evidence that this conceptual clarity of ‘what is the Deaf 
community’ and ‘what the Deaf community provides for its members’ is 
essential language and community planning. 

The main organisations that provide services in Brighton and Hove are Surdi; 
DeafCOG; Brighton, Hove and West Sussex Deaf Children’s Society; and the 
Royal National Institute for Deaf People (Sussex Community Outreach service). 
During the period of my thesis research, the Sussex Diocesan Association for the 
Deaf was operating but it closed in 2018 and its remaining funds were passed 
onto the Royal National Institute for the Deaf People 6 (RNID, 2018). The 
recipient organisation does not offer any services in BSL due to their renewed 
commitment to supporting people to prevent the loss of hearing as opposed to 
supporting deaf people who are members of a community; this organisation was 
not bold enough to explore the idea of working with the community to find its 
own solutions for day-to-day issues. Alternatively, DeafCOG defined its personal 
assistant services as “caring the Deaf way”, which is more in line with the 
concept of Deaf wellness. 
 The signing deaf body 

British Sign Language is the language of the Deaf community and used by 
151,000 people across the UK. The first documentation of sign language was a 
marriage record at St Martin’s Church in Leicester, which recorded that the 
marriage vows were exchanged in sign language between Thomas Tilsye and 
Ursula Russel in 1576 (UCL, 2019). BSL has its own lexicon, grammatical 
structures and cultural use; signs are not expressed linearly in the manner of 
most spoken languages, instead they are expressed spatially. There are over 300 
known signed languages across the globe which differ lexically but they do have 
grammatical similarities whereby “sign language linguists have come to expect 
certain features in the structure of sign languages that have been shown to occur 

 
6 The website referred to ‘Action on Hearing Loss’ which was the organisation’s name at the 

time; it is now called Royal National Institute for Deaf people. 
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with great regularity in most or all sign languages known and described so far” 
(Zeshan, 2006, p. 936). New signed languages, such as Nicaraguan Sign 
Language, as well as young signed languages, Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language 
(ABSL), have formed their own grammatical structures but there is a 
commonality of verb-agreement systems which is based on bodily functions in 
space (Padden, Meir, Aronoff & Sandler, 2010). Signed languages, including 
British Sign Language, are naturally forming languages that have been exposed 
to influences over generations; the languages are culturally bound to the country 
where they originated. International Sign is a contact language that is used in an 
international setting where two people with fluency in their own signed 
languages are able to form a temporary language for the purpose of that cultural 
encounter; when the encounter ends, that newly formed linguistic form dies. 

While signed languages are real languages and distinct from the language of 
the host country, legal protection of signed languages is not commonplace. In the 
UK, it is assumed that the protection of deaf people from discrimination is 
understood using the Equality Act, but the act does not protect the language nor 
the community of that language. There are countries that have formally 
recognised their national signed language and afforded legal protections: Finland 
has included Finnish Sign Language in its constitution, whereas the UK has only 
offered an informal recognition from the Department of Work and Pensions (on 
18 March 2003); this date has become ‘Sign Language Day’ and a reason for 
celebration (Branson & Miller, 2008). 

The formal education of sign language in the UK is non-existent at secondary 
school level but, at the time of writing, the government is committed to develop a 
GCSE in British Sign Language. As an alternative, many schools for deaf children 
have established their own ‘sign language curriculum’, which supports deaf 
children to attain language and cultural knowledge that will equip them to live 
as confident deaf adults. Non-deaf people have access to a qualification in BSL 
accredited by either Signature or iBSL7,  two awarding bodies for sign language 

 
7 The two awarding bodies for BSL and interpreting/translation qualifications are Signature and 
iBSL. The website for Signature: https://www.signature.org.uk/ and iBSL: https://ibsl.org.uk/  
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and sign language interpreting qualifications. Many deaf adults who work in 
professional contexts have completed the same qualification to attain recognition 
of their linguistic abilities. From personal experience, it is commonplace that a 
deaf person would attain a level 6 qualification in BSL but be unable to attain an 
equivalent qualification in English. Thirteen-year-old Daniel Jillings took legal 
action in March 2018 when his local examining board failed to provide a 
qualification for his first language (Lomax, 2018). Still today, BSL is a language 
that is learned from peers and within Deaf families as their native language and 
without the right to learn and qualify in the language of their community.  

The bodily experiences of deaf people can be expressed at a micro level 
through individual bodily actions and the body can also be interpreted as a site 
where physical, social, cultural and spatial realms intersect. O’Brien (2021) used 
ideas from Lefebvre and Bourdieu to explore the relationship between Deaf 
geographies and deaf bodies. He interpreted Lefebvre’s Production of Space (PoS) 
from the macro level to the individual level and explored gesture as a whole-
body movement that would, for example, move towards the light or remove 
items from view in the process of space formation. PoS discusses a spatial triad 
between, first, ‘practices in space’, where the body moves and senses the 
surroundings within spaces; second, ‘representations of space’ and the 
knowledge that is supposed of rules and formalised plans; and third, ‘lived 
space’, a meeting of culture and the body (O’Brien, 2021, p. 648). The analysis of 
bodily gestures and the reasons why they occur, which differ between deaf and 
hearing people, as hearing bodies respond to sound stimuli whereas deaf bodies 
would respond to the same stimuli differently, and how sound impinges on Deaf 
worlds and spaces. O’Brien also explored the work of Bourdieu’s habitus, where 
the culmination of life’s past experiences is acted out in the present in everyday 
behaviours that are recognised through the perceptions of others; hexis, which is 
our sensory perception of our environments and social structures that has 
meaning for who we are as individuals in the Deaf community; and capital, the 
durable physical disposition that is a selection of culturally embodied markers 
on which to exert our influence in given situations (O’Brien, 2021, p. 653). 
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Deaf People as a Minority Community 
The existence of minority populations and how they interact with the host 

society is a common theme in ontological studies. Qian (2014) described this 
relationship as a social and spatial entanglement, where public spaces and public 
relationships are intrinsically linked. There are pressures from different 
directions including those from the top, at government level, through laws, 
bylaws and government led initiatives, as well as bottom-up pressures where the 
individual actions manifest in the occupation of public spaces and collectivism. 
Public spaces are heavily coded in meaning and ideologies propagated by the 
dominant group. Social codes and social trends indicate the constant push and 
pull towards and away from ideal Deaf spaces, and individuals continue to 
reform their social structures in mainstream locations daily. Qian drew a similar 
narrative with Filipinos in Hong Kong where public spaces, used for other 
purposes, were hijacked and adopted as their own. 

Additionally, deaf and sign language bodies are regulated in spaces where 
certain actions are praised and other actions are punished. In some parts of the 
country, teaching staff in a school for deaf children would regulate how language 
and social interaction was according to their educational ideology (e.g., oralism, 
bilingualism, child-centred), which influenced the use of space, the powers 
afforded to students and staff members, and the management of rules. These 
highly pressurised educational environments caused an explosion of cultural 
activity, which might be interpreted as a form of resistance. Qian argued the 
over-regulation of public spaces determines how human interaction could and 
should take place, which has potential to ostracise the ethnic other. The potential 
for conflict between the dominant society and the ethnic community is profound 
and similar to the experiences of deaf people where light, visual clarity, 
unrestricted views are essential for Deaf people to communicate with each other. 
A phonocentric design for public spaces is likely to further ostracise Deaf people 
from forming a community (Harold, 2013). These spaces of anxieties are repeated 
in other, similar sites: the periodic bazaars in Istanbul (Öz & Eder, 2012) or the 
carnivalesque and festive culture of saints-day celebrations in Egypt (Schielke, 



 

   
 

47 
2008). Public spaces regulate ideas of decency, civility and order, often at the 
expense of displacing and excluding the culturally Othered or denigrated 
groups. 

The Deaf community is not a homogenous entity; it is variated, multi-sited 
and fragmented across the urban landscape. The community is born from 
traditional foundations, which include a Deaf residential school and a Deaf club, 
many of which are under threat due to government funding cuts, which 
materialised when the University of Bristol’s Centre for Deaf Studies and Bristol 
Deaf Club closed down. 

The smoothing of their social space was begun by something beyond their 
control, the closure of their community space. More pressingly, instigating and 
maintaining the sort of local operations needed to make the smooth space of 
mainstream society navigable for deaf people requires a great deal of investment 
of capital, be it social, economic or cultural, to keep these local operations, groups 
and meetings running. (O’Brien, et al., 2016, p. 912) 

Bristol, different from Brighton and Hove, was the home of the first UK 
university to host a Deaf Studies programme of teaching and research under the 
leadership of Jim Kyle. My role at the University of Sussex provides some similar 
engagement but at a much smaller level, as the community is less reliant on the 
work of the University of Sussex. This is not to undermine the work we do in 
teaching undergraduate students in BSL and Deaf culture as an elective pathway, 
but the centre that hosts this programme does not offer any capacity for a 
research academic in the same way as Bristol, UCL, Wolverhampton, Central 
Lancashire and Heriot Watt do. 

 
Diaspora 
Diaspora is a concept that runs through the thesis and adds a dimension to 

how the Deaf community can be defined. Diaspora, in a traditional sense, refers 
to a migrant community who are dispersed from the place of their origin and, in 
the process of creating their new home, they establish locations that represent a 
part of their home in a new place. Commonly, there are Jewish quarters, 
Chinatowns and Indian streets in various parts of the UK and across Europe, 
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which serve as cultural enclaves that allow people to visit their cultural homes 
momentarily as a source of respite and comfort. This concept of diaspora has 
been described as “an imagined community dispersed from a professed 
homeland” which disconnects the diaspora community from the physical place 
of origin and refers, more accurately, to the imagined ”place of origin” (Vertovec 
2009 in Délano Alonso & Mylonas, 2019, p. 482). People born in another place, 
who might never have visited their place of origin or have any desire to return 
but do have a sense of belonging, to their heritage, of nationhood. Brubaker went 
further: “thinking of diaspora not in substantialist terms as a bounded entity, but 
rather as an idiom, a stance, a claim”, which introduces the idea that diaspora 
communities are entirely imagined to support a sense of self (Brubaker, 2005 in 
Délano Alonso & Mylonas, 2019, p. 482). The physicality of a place of origin is 
less defined in diaspora studies because the concept of home is a re-imagined 
representation and similarities could be drawn to how deaf people in the Deaf 
community have re-imagined a utopian ideal, related to an unknown place: 
similar perhaps to Martha’s Vineyard or the Parisian Banquets, where the sign 
language person is the dominant presence and the impaired body has less 
relevance. 

Emery et al. (2010) explored the idea of diaspora and rejected it as a form of 
‘transnationalism.’ This was due to critiques at the time that suggested that the 
Deaf diaspora was a product of deaf people’s improved access to travel (Friedner 
& Kusters, 2015). He referred to an unpublished Master's thesis from Gallaudet 
University entitled ’The underlying cultural yearnings for a Deaf home’ (Allen, 2008), 
but the thesis author referred to physical homes and drew comparisons with the 
Jewish diaspora, which in itself was problematic; however, the ‘yearning’ was a 
useful idea that links diaspora to the Deaf community. The embodied response 
of yearning for that conceptual home, and re-creating that home in space, is of 
interest to this thesis. Emery et al. (2010) provided a good introduction to the 
topic of Deaf diaspora, but it warrants further exploration. This topic is reviewed 
again in Chapter Nine. 
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Conclusion 

 
The Deaf community has always existed, and British Sign Language is the 

language of that community. The first records of this community or British Sign 
language are difficult to find because deaf people were largely excluded from 
records, but there were some records of engagement with non-deaf people. The 
geographies of disability include helpful ideas that allow us to critique 
essentialist ideas but the political positioning of the impaired body does not help 
the sociocultural construct of a minority language community. The community 
has its own political ideas, a utopian dream, which is shared globally and with 
ease due to our linguistic commonalities, enriched by cultural difference. The 
Deaf community is a diaspora community because we have a common narrative 
of a sign language home. Our community has its own economic, social and 
cultural capital, which is largely ignored by most of society because of simplified 
mainstream services, the same services with the potential to cause misdiagnosis, 
distress and harm. This community has its own capacity to provide services to its 
own community members that would have improved health and educational 
outcomes. What is essential is that British Sign Language, cultural knowledge 
and awareness of the community’s cultural assets are essential for a young deaf 
person’s education to function as a deaf adult in society and manoeuvre through 
the Deaf diaspora communities. 

There are several important concepts that are essential to this thesis. I have 
used capitalisation quite precisely, employing the audiological term ‘deaf’ to 
represent ‘deaf people’ but ‘Deaf’ when referring to the sociolinguistic identity, 
such the collective group ‘Deaf community’, the entity ‘Deaf schools’ or the 
concept ‘Deaf culture.’ I have referred to the Cultural Crown and Deaf Studies as 
proper nouns because they have specific meanings in this thesis that might not 
translate elsewhere. Disability refers to the disabling experiences due to barriers 
placed in society, which might not be related to the impairment itself; this is a 
useful concept when discussing equality and inclusion. I am loyal to the term 
‘Sign Language People’ because it places BSL at the heart of the identity that is 
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inclusive of many people of various audiological profiles, including non-deaf 
people. I tend to describe the Other, hearing people, if I need to highlight that 
political presence but I would use ‘non-deaf’ if I am not sure what political 
influence has been exerted. I am particular in how I use ‘space’ and ‘place’ but 
they are usually expressed in context or attached to another word that clarifies 
my use of these terms.  

The name of the language of the Deaf community is British Sign Language, 
which is also expressed in the acronym ‘BSL.’ If I refer to ‘signer’, I am interested 
in people who use the language and not people who translate or interpret 
between BSL and English; they have their own nouns, which are ‘interpreter’ and 
‘translator.’ I hope I have reassured you that BSL is a language that has existed 
centuries before the first establishment of schools for deaf children. I also 
understand that deaf people are a colonised group whose language was banned 
and whose children were segregated in education for fear of dismantling 
oralism; deaf people were sterilised in Nazi Germany for fear of a deaf race 
propagating “wasteful mouths”, and the educational outcome of language 
deprivation due to ideological interventions has caused irreparable damage. This 
is a community that has been under sustained attack. Lastly, diaspora is a term of 
interest in this thesis as it highlights people who are culturally marginalised in 
their own country but continue to exist, even thrive, regardless. 

Many of these discussions are raised later in the thesis such as the role of the 
Cultural Crown in the Deaf community, which is discussed in Chapter Four. The 
stratification of this community is examined in Chapter Five and the ability of 
deaf individuals to manoeuvre through the strata of the community and what 
equips that mobility in Chapter Six. The congruency of the Deaf community and 
how some concepts are truer than others is investigated in Chapter Seven, and 
the way in which this community is organised in space and place, and how deaf 
people navigate their ways through these spaces, in Chapter Eight. Finally, the 
conceptual realisation of the Deaf community as a diaspora is discussed in 
Chapter Nine.  
  



 

   
 

51 

Chapter Three: Methodology of Mapping Deaf Brighton 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Epistemology is a process of research whereby an understanding, or 

‘episteme’, is sought through a process of reasoning, or ‘logos’ (Piaget, 1970). It is 
an approach to study where the process of reasoning can formulate new 
understandings of the world we live in. Applying it to this thesis, I let myself be 
guided by a range of data that informed me and drew out a new understanding 
of what I was observing. The importance of epistemology is the ability to 
discover the microcosms and interpret these findings to develop the macro, or 
broader conceptual realisations about the self, body and landscape (Casey, 2001). 
While epistemology is a means to discover the possibilities of knowledge or 
explore the nature of truth, feminist epistemology posits the post-structuralist 
inquiry towards socio-political interests through positioning the researcher at the 
outset (Longino, 2017). I diverge from feminist epistemology to an extent; the 
critique certainly informs my thinking but does not define the research methods I 
use. Instead, I position this work within human geography, broadly defined as a 
means to observe human behaviour in public spaces, including the liminality of 
the public and private, public space as it is situated and lived, and the public 
space as an assemblage (Qian, 2020). 

De Clerke, in the book titled Deaf Epistemologies, Identity and Learning, framed 
epistemology as a “science produced in a social-cultural context, which not only 
influences the knowledge that is generated, but also its status.” Her focus was on 
feminist epistemology, which included representations of gender, sexuality, 
class, race, culture, language, religion and disability that culminates into “a 
naturalistic and critical perspective, employing a practice that is descriptive and 
normative” (De Clerke, 2016, pp. 35-6; Hauser, P. et al., 2010; Friedner, 2016; 
Kusters, De Meulder & O’Brien, 2017). 

This chapter describes the methodology of this inquiry, which includes my 
position within the research and this thesis, as well as the justifications of my 
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methods. Each step in the research process is explained. The documentation I 
have used for the investigation can be found in Appendices: 1, information sheet; 
2, consent form; and 5, interview guide/directive. 

More-than representational thought (see Lorimer, 2005) is another conceptual 
framework for this project but the methods chosen are designed for the 
community of interest for this research: deaf people in Brighton and Hove. I 
employed a mixed methods approach to span the quantitative and qualitative 
divide and allow for a broad spectrum of input that informs an epistemological 
inquiry. This approach allowed me to identify the indications of similitude and 
difference in the data, in which to draw out broad themes about a minority 
cultural linguistic community. This multifaceted approach to research allowed 
me to draw out different data, different positions in space and time, and different 
representations interpreted from micro-actions to inform the macro, or a re-
imagination of the Deaf community as an amorphous and yet salient entity. 

I used Crotty's model to formulate the methodology of this research and 
decide on the appropriate methods as well as determining my position, as the 
principal investigator, within the research method (Creswell, 2003). The model 
includes the following questions: 

1. What are the knowledge claims being made by the researcher (including 
theoretical perspective)? 

2. What strategies of inquiry will inform the procedures? 
3. What methods of data collection and analysis will be used? 
My knowledge claims are described in Chapters One and Two, placing the 

theoretical framework within more-than representational thought. This is the 
basis of an epistemological study in which I am interpreting conceptual ideas 
from observed data by placing them in a wider context than has already been 
published or observed by me. The strategies used in this inquiry placed members 
of this community at the heart of this project as a ‘community-university 
partnership’, which brought about some ethical and logistical complications that 
I will address later in this chapter. The methods used for this investigation 
included a photo capture exercise to draw out key social and cultural landmarks, 
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objects and behaviours; an engagement with members of the Cultural Crown to 
elicit the range of images that represent the community; a questionnaire to 
identify the ethnographic distribution of sign language people in the city with 
associated data; a map annotation exercise to identify key locations, movements, 
and actions (real and virtual); and a talk-through with the investigator to re-live 
the map and the values of each action. 

As described in Chapter One, referring to Thrift and Lorimer on framing an 
investigation into cultural geography, I have made the following presumptions: 

• The body is free to move across space and time while also marked in a way 
that further liberates and limits the body's freedoms. 

• The observer’s role is to witnesses the body as it moves through, interacts 
with and responds to its environment. 

• The spatial-temporal surroundings shape how the body interacts with 
artefacts within the cityscape. 

• The self actively embodies its environment by adopting, creating and 
practising material and non-material cultures. 

• The repetitions and differences of behaviours across a population of sign 
language people will indicate the prevalence and saliency of its 
cultural capital. 

The research paradigm for this investigation is a post-positivist approach of 
gathering empirical evidence, both quantitative and qualitative, to identify how 
the community manifests itself. As a consequence, the evidence gathered enabled 
me, the researcher, to reimagine the Deaf community as an impressionist survey, 
as interpreted from the evidence I had collated. Hence, I have focussed on a 
'mixed method' approach, which uses both qualitative and quantitative methods 
that are suited for this community (Creswell, 2003). Due to the nature of who I 
am and my role within the same community I am observing, it is not possible for 
me to observe without my presence being felt and my position within the 
community being part of the investigation; therefore, the methods will 
encompass and be conscious of bias (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 
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Mixed method approaches use a mixture of qualitative and quantitative data 

sources, which are gathered in a sequential order (McKendrick, 2020). If I can 
express these methods as a metaphor in the same order, it would be described as 
follows: before travelling to a new area, a traveller would pick up a book, created 
by a group of experts from that space that described the cultural and spatial 
landmarks of a specific population; the book details statistical information about 
the space and the people who inhabit this space. Consequently, the traveller 
would seek further information about which road, which part of town, when 
they are open, periods of special events and holidays that have meaning to the 
people who live there. Finally, they would find a guide, someone who has 
always lived in that area and knows it by heart, and ask them to take the visitor 
on a journey through the community, including the streets, homes, people, 
family, food and artefacts (both spectacular and mundane). During that journey, 
the traveller would watch, with the little knowledge they had, how their 
companion moved through space, interacted with others, gestured within their 
lifeworld, and gesticulated with the familiar. After several walks accompanied 
by different guides, the traveller would become aware of the repetitions of the 
body through that space, the occasional phenomenological moments of 
difference and how they could be explained. As a result, the traveller could draw 
a reimagined narrative that plotted the artefacts, places, spaces, routes, networks, 
sites of memory, emotions of attractions/repulsions, and the embodiment of 
cultural capital. 

 
 
 

Positioning the self in the methodology 
 
In my earlier engagement with the Community University Partnership 

Programme at the University of Brighton8,  the principal method was 
 

8 From 2008 to 2012, I received funding from HEFCE via Community University Partnership 
Programme, a project titled South East Coastal Communities, that focused on specific 
communities in the Trans Manche region. I was the principal investigator for this specific 
project, which was guided by Josh Cameron from the school of health sciences, and more 
specifically occupational therapy. The aim of this research was to identify new social spaces that 
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‘communities of practice’, an approach to research developed by Etienne 
Wenger, which placed the community and the researcher at an equal status but 
with different positions of knowledge and experience (Wenger, 2011).  

I led a 'community of practice' for the Our Space project, whereby the 
community, academic and other stakeholders are invited to engage in a 
community for knowledge exchange and development of practice (Wenger, 
2011). The idea was born from Wenger’s work in Mexico where water shortages 
created conflict between farmers, who had a historical knowledge of 
underground water systems, and the growing business sector that required 
water. The community of practice starts from the position that all are 'experts' in 
their fields and there are opportunities for social learning (and identifying how 
the water system can support both farmers and upcoming businesses). Similarly, 
I established a monthly meeting for social learning, as a community of practice, 
where topical issues were presented and the audience were encouraged to 
participate, engage and form their own (possibly new) positions. I have found 
myself in an anomalous position as someone who is a member of the community 
and also principal investigator for a research project, which was very different to 
the projects conducted by my colleagues in the same programme. The degree of 
separation between the researcher and the ‘researched’ was discussed at the time 
and engaged a range of opinions on research methodology, ethical 
considerations, issues of bias and the researcher’s positionality. At the time, I 
challenged several contributors to the debate that as an insider-outsider 
researcher, there was an added value that I could contribute to the research fora. 

Researchers are often situated outside of the community they are 
investigating and the research processes aim to engage with the supposed Other 
as ethically as possible. The position of ‘outsider’ is somewhat anomalous, as 
well as a reductionist statement in itself, because no one can be an outsider to an 
absolute degree. The researcher is a participant even in the act of observation and 
engagement, and it is essential that the research process is a self-reflective 

 
enable members of the Deaf community to foster new activities that enable health and 
wellbeing. 
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journey throughout the investigation. Both the researcher and the contributors 
from the community have a vested interest in the research activity as well as the 
potential outcomes. The position of an ‘outsider researcher’ is an illusion used to 
clean the process of observing and recording impartially, and to prevent 
language and cultural leakage from the researcher to the subject of the research, 
which potentially dilutes the exclusivity of a cultural identity(s). The reality is 
that the ambition to ‘nullify’ leakage is an imagined absolute and such 
interference can only be ‘reduced’, if possible. A critique of these methodologies 
would suggest that an insider researcher would be more advantageous because 
the social spaces, language use and cultural norms are researched from within; 
the community are the observer and observed. Despite this dichotomous 
discussion, the duality of insider or outsider researchers is problematic because 
an insider researcher would often have a professional relationship with their 
peers, which would set them apart. The dichotomy is a continuous spectrum 
between ‘insider-ness’ and ‘outsider-ness.’ I position myself on that spectrum, 
which is amorphous and dynamic; therefore, the question should not be ‘who is 
the researcher?’ but ‘what does the researcher do?’ My reflective practice is 
essential in that it ensures that I am aware of the impact of my work, give 
attention to ethical considerations, the nature of my bias, and the clarity of my 
position within the work. 

Furthermore, the social economic status of minority communities may be 
lower than many in the host society and it is less likely that researchers have a 
social and cultural membership of the minority community, due to barriers to 
education, language deprivation and economic disparity. Deaf people who are in 
academic positions are also in a position of power above the subaltern members 
of the community by default. My position is unique and I am one of the few deaf 
academics in the UK, and in my discipline and related areas of study, there are 
only a handful of Deaf researchers such as Steve Emery (citizenship), Annelise 
Kusters (ethnography) and Dai O’Brien (social policy). Outside of the disciplines 
of geography and anthropology, there are many deaf-led researchers in the 
health and social field in the UK including Hilary Sutherland (children and 
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mental health), Emma Ferguson-Coleman (dementia), Katherine Rogers (mental 
health assessments), Celia Hulme (patient experiences), and Rosemary Oram 
(parenting assessments). The positionally of researchers in terms of insider-
ness/outsider-ness is an essential conversation when the development of 
community-based knowledge is a resource for academic publication as well as 
empowerment of the community in question. 

As a researcher who is a member of the Deaf community, I start from a 
position of knowledge, though not all-encompassing knowledge, of this 
community; there is still much I do not know. Furthermore, I am a member of the 
Deaf community in Brighton and Hove, my home for the last 28 years, and the 
people I engage with on a day-to-day basis have all participated in this 
investigation in one way or other. At the same time, I have been an academic at 
the University of Sussex since 2006, and I am known within the community with 
the privileges that come with it, but I have avoided being a hegemonic presence 
in the community. Every day, my positionality changes depending what I am 
doing, who I am with and how I wish to be perceived. 

 
Engaging with the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove 
Engagement with the community, in the context of this investigation, was 

facilitated in different ways at each stage in the process. Different parts of the 
community have been able to feed into the project at stages of sharing, collating, 
and interpreting data (Sheikh, Leeson & Walker, 2012). The table below indicates 
who were involved in which section of the investigative process. 

 
Type of data Method Who manages? Who collects? 

Photographs Photo elicitation Investigator Community 
members with 

disposable 
cameras  

Locations of 
interest, happiness 

Questionnaire Investigator Anonymous online 
survey  
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scoring, response 
to photographs 

Individual maps Sketch maps Investigator Autonomous 

Performative 
actions 

Walk/interview Investigator Investigator 

Tab. 1: Types of data and corresponding roles 

As one can see from above, there is a mixture of research methods employed 
so that data can be independently sourced with and without my influence as the 
investigator. It was my intention to engage with a local community-based 
organisation that I helped to form. I raised £13,000 from the local 
council/Healthwatch for a mapping exercise entitled, Mapping Deaf Brighton, 
which was developed on the back of my earlier initiative, Our Space. I developed 
a research arm to this new organisation, which was supported by local 
government initiatives at the time, to bridge data from the community with 
potential funding applications as a social enterprise. In fact, the group did not 
value research as a function of this newish organisation and they wanted to focus 
on direct engagement with the community and provide support services. The 
only recourse from this situation was to remove the research from that 
organisation and leave the funds that I raised behind; the board of directors 
contacted the funder and repurposed the funding for the activities of their 
choice, which I felt was appropriate. This is one of the examples where the 
ambitions of the academic did not match with the ambitions of the community, 
and it was an ethical decision to stand down and allow them to follow their own 
path. 

Furthermore, the ethics application for this research investigation decided 
that the data, findings and materials discovered in the process should remain 
within the University of Sussex to ensure that the anonymity of respondents is 
protected. It was not possible for a community-based organisation to be an equal 
research partner in this investigation and I would have been elevated to a 
position overseeing the research process without any benefit from the work they 
do. It was my conclusion that community-based research is not common in the 
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University of Sussex, compared to my work at the University of Brighton, which 
forced the issue to retain total authorship at the university. As such, I conceded 
that I should undertake the full responsibilities of the project and carry out all 
activities independently. 

The methods formed for this investigation were developed in consultation 
with different stakeholders. I have presented details of this research project in 
different locations in order to seek feedback and contributions from interested 
groups, such as the Our Space meeting (local Deaf community), the Community 
ID conference in London (third sector organisations), the Deaf Academics 
conference in Belgium (Deaf academics), and the Deaf Geographers caucus at the 
American Association of Geographers (AAG) in Chicago in the first half of 2015. 
The main response from these groups was the value of this type of research in 
forming empirical evidence on how the Deaf community can be understood and 
presented. It was from these events that I have come to understand the 
importance of this community as a 'home' (Skelton & Valentine, 2003). 

 
Insider and outsider researcher 
I have been a member of the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove for the 

last 28 years, although I was not raised in the city nor did I attend one of the local 
schools for deaf children. The establishment of several capacity building projects 
with the community has placed me in a position of influence despite the fact that 
all of my projects have been firmly placed within the community itself and most 
of the assets are now independent legal entities. 

Whilst I position myself firmly on the inside of the Deaf community, I can also 
place myself outside. My educational experience is not typical for deaf people of 
my age as I was educated in a mainstream school when most of my peers 
attended residential schools for deaf children; I am identified as a person not 
born into a Deaf family nor raised in this community. While my first language is 
English, my sign language fluency is near native though I did not acquire the 
latter until my late teens. My position at the University of Sussex is not a typical 
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position for a subaltern 9 member of the community, which in itself would place 
me in a different social and perhaps economic stratum, despite my reluctance. 
Consequently, I do not represent the position of 'insider' and 'outsider' as a 
dichotomous description, but instead as an in-betweenness of insider-ness and 
outsider-ness. Dhillon and Thomas (2019) referred to sources where this debate 
has been repeated elsewhere, such as “insider/outsider continua” (Obasi, 2014, 
p. 62), or “outsider/insider inbetweener” (Milligan, 2016), but the emphasis of 
the research approach is that we no longer remain as ‘interviewer’ but become 
‘listener.’ 

Dwyer and Buckle (2009) reiterated this position in the context of 
ethnographic and qualitative research in order to identify the “space between 
insider and outsider.” The insider-outsider question is not a question specific to a 
deaf person who is a member of the Deaf community, like myself, but to any 
researcher who hopes to begin an investigation into a community. It is less 
important 'who' researches but greater emphasis should be placed on 'how' the 
research is carried out. While I accept the importance of my position remaining 
neutral and inquisitive, the research methods themselves will enable data to be 
gathered from sources that are not in my control; in this context, it will be in the 
control of the community itself. 

If more-than representational research is situated in post-structuralist 
ideologies of qualitative research, I also place myself under the same level of 
scrutiny as a person and as a researcher. My own movement in the gay, middle-
aged, southern England, deaf, sign language user, middle-class status, culturally 
Jewish selves (in a simplified sense and not in any order) that I phase in and out 
of depending on where I am, who I am with and how I want to position myself 
in context; my intersectional position is not static nor should it be assumed so. 
Hence, my position in this investigation is joined by a hyphen, an insider-
outsider researcher. 

 
9 A term coined by Gramsci from his ‘prison diaries’ that was later expanded by Spivak in 

her essay, “can the subalterns speak.” I lean more towards the ideas of Spivak due to the power 
imbalance between the member of the Deaf community and the host society (Louai, 2012). 
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The process of qualitative research is very different from that of quantitative 

research. As qualitative researchers, we are not separate from the study, in 
limited contact with our participants. Instead, we are firmly engaged in all 
aspects of the research process and are essential to it; the stories of participants 
are immediate and real to us. Individual voices are not lost in a pool of numbers; 
we carry these individuals with us as we work with the transcripts. The 
words/signs, representing experiences, are clear and lasting, and we cannot 
retreat to a distant "researcher" role. Just as our personhood affects the analysis, 
so, too, does the analysis affect our personhood. The intimacy of qualitative 
research no longer allows us to remain true outsiders to the experience under 
study and, because of our role as researchers, we do not qualify as complete 
insiders. We now occupy the space between, with the personal costs and benefits 
this status affords (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, p. 61). 

 
Measuring social and cultural capital 
For an investigation engaging with data sources of different types, there is a 

challenge in how such data can be accrued into a single, coherent representation. 
Already, there are several data types: locations on a map; a route from one 
location to another; layers of data that could indicate 'hot' or 'cold' zones, or 
spheres of influence; and locations supported by narrative to indicate value, 
perspective, positionality, movement, materials and artefacts. The data can be 
pooled into different maps or representative narratives in order to realise areas of 
prevalence, collective performativity and cultural actualisation. 

Our version of the collective biography method (adapted from Davies and 
Gannon 2006a) included responding to each question first with a free-flowing 
idea map on paper to generate a pre-narrative picture of the memory based on 
embodied sensations, interactions, and details of setting and place. (Kern, 
Hawkins, Al-Hindi & Moss, 2014, p. 839) 

Kern et al. described a means whereby quantitative data is used to draw out 
ideas, or non-material cultures, by aligning findings with historical narratives 
and memories. The qualitative data will demonstrate the realities of the present 
but also the conversations between sign language people themselves as well as 
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with the investigator, which will enable the data to be contextualised within the 
experiences of embodied lives. Such conversations are placed in a post-
structuralist framework, whereby Marxist, feminist and postcolonial geographies 
could provide the reasonings and interpretations of the revealing social 
constructions (Gonick, Walsh & Brown, 2011). 

Social and cultural capital can be captured, which is contextualised by the 
Public Services (Social Value) Act (Social Enterprise, 2012), whereby the assets of 
the community are taken into account in the provision of public services. The 
Deaf community, divided from its civic structures by difference in language and 
culture, has yet to see any considerable research into its social and cultural 
capital. This method uses a Bourdieusian take on economic capital, such as social 
and cultural capital, through which physical, intellectual and human assets are 
counted (Bourdieu, 2011). Asset-based community development (ABCD) is one 
such method that captures the range of assets available to a community: the 
number of people investing into the community; the ways in which the 
community connects; the actors in the centre of the community; the individuals 
who contribute to the community with their skills and resources; and the 
buildings and locations available to the community (Phillips & Pittman, 2014). 
This method is otherwise known as 'asset mapping' (Pinkett, 2000). I see this 
methodology, not as a core method for this research, but as a guide to 
contextualise the ways in which data can be collated and what meaning can be 
construed from it. 

Cohen, in a collection of projects on 'mapping cultures', examined the 
relationship between music-making and the urban (Roberts, 2012). Similar to this 
PhD, she used a mixed method approach incorporated into a Geographical 
Information System (GIS) interface and detailed how the city of Liverpool 
espoused the culture of the music industry. The methods used were a mixture of 
identifying locations of interest and social networks, mental mapping, mind 
mapping, and collating narratives of 'wayfaring', exploring the real, imagined 
and virtual. I have explored and undergone training in using GIS, but the tool 



 

   
 

63 
was far too complex for the data I had collated; I consequently used Google 
Maps to help visualise the data.  

Cohen defined a landscape as a 'musicscape,' which is not clearly attached to 
a particular genre or preference for music, but the resulting maps were highly 
subjective reflecting how individuals preferred to describe their city of music, as 
well as the "highly social and ideological conventions of particular groups and 
cultures" (Cohen in McCormack, 2013). The complexity of the individuals' 
movements, collectives of thematic choices and general cultural migration of 
'music-making' all form the complex maps that make Liverpool a place of music. 
Cohen concludes that map-making is a means to explore different aspects of 
culture that culminates in a wider perspective on the relationship between place 
and people. Maps may indicate the plot points and lines but the mapping of 
cultures is based on micro-topographies and social rhythms.  

We are then following the tracks of people, partly by moving physically where 
they move, and virtually through co-presence in cyberspace. We are also 
following the plots and metaphors revealed in the (life) narratives of deaf 
subjects – which in fact moved us into multi-sited ethnography in the first place 
(which in fact also tells about what metaphors do – they move and evoke). 
(Breivik, Haualand & Solvang., 2002, p. 17) 

At the time of the quadrennial Deaflympic sporting event, Breivik et al. 
observed a single event and recorded the changes that took place to create what 
they called a “temporary deaf village” (Breivik et al., 2002, p. 27). They spent one 
week in Rome before people arrived and one week after the event to understand 
what impact the village had on the surrounding facilities, services and spaces. 
One interesting observation was how pliable the surrounding services were, 
adapting themselves to the changing customer base, with systems to order food, 
receive advice and access information changed dramatically. However, one week 
after the Deaf village ceased, the spaces slowly changed back to their original 
function and the additional access and skills eroded. As much as ethnography 
and anthropology can capture the social and cultural realisations of human 
behaviours, the authors of this article realised that nationhood, space and 
migration were problematic for their research paradigm. The chosen research 
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methodology should in fact be situated in human geography, where the 
mapping of human behaviour in space and place is its tour de force, opposed to 
"multi-sited ethnography" (Breivik et al., 2002, p. 7). 

 
 

Methods 
 
Community engaged research and the Our Space project 
My career in academic research was founded on the principle of 'university 

and community engagement' and how the development of research should be 
embedded within the community itself (Northmore & Hart, 2011). The 
relationship between a university and a community does not necessarily require 
the two to be set apart to the extent that community members cannot engage in 
academic discussion and research cannot take place in the community. Instead, 
the terms of engagement are negotiated according to the specific community 
and/or the research aims. 

Taking inspiration from Burawoy's (2004) plea for a public sociology that brings 
together sociologists and publics in dynamic and creative conversations, 
geographers increasingly recognise the transformative potential of public 
working—its ability to encourage progressive social change that challenges the 
norms of knowledge creation. (Saunders & Moles, 2013, p. 24) 

From 2008 to 2012, I worked with the Centre for Community Engagement 
(University of Sussex) to lead a capacity development project in the city and was 
inspired by the work on Deaf space, particularly the ideas of Mike Gulliver 
(2009). The resulting project was developed in relation to coastal communities 
where there were distinct areas of poverty and health deprivation, which 
spanned across West Sussex to Kent. In turn, I formed a partnership with Josh 
Cameron, an academic and Occupational Therapist from the University of 
Brighton, and together established an investigation using Action and Seventh 
Moment research methods in order to explore how the creation of spaces could 
have an impact on the community's health and wellbeing. Deaf wellness (Griggs, 
1998), as an alternative position of deafness as an illness, identified how 
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specialist mental health centres place Deaf culture at the heart of the service and 
how this dramatically shortens deaf patients stay in acute care. A Deaf-centric 
hospital ward is a space placed in a social and cultural context, which should be 
equally true for a community space of social learning aiming to improve its 
members wellbeing. Hence, this project explored a range of spaces – real, virtual, 
temporal and economic – and their actualisations were proof of saliency and 
validity; this project was titled 'Our Space.’ Over the course of four years, many 
of these ideas materialised into actual activities (walking clubs, oral history 
project, history exhibition, etc.). The Our Space meetings are now hosted by a 
social enterprise, Deaf Cultural Outreach Group (DeafCOG), which had formed 
from the original project as a space for entrepreneurial development. 
 
 
Photo Capture 

 
 The act of movement, positioning, framing, capturing and narrativising a 
photo is a means to identify the social and cultural landscape that the Deaf 
community exists within. Similar tasks have been facilitated with people of 
ethnic differences to explore the racialised construction of place, where photos 
are coupled with narratives that would enable the mundane and obscure to have 
a place (Leddy-Owen, 2014). My approach extended this slightly; I asked a 
group, armed with throw-away cameras, to create a selection of photos with 
cultural importance for the Deaf community. As sign language exists in the 
visual-spatial dimension (c.f. the audio-aural), the lifeworld of this community 
should be recorded in the same way it is expressed. 

These photographic approaches invite multiple and imaginative 
interpretations from their audience as well as the photographers themselves. 
Without concern for truths and realist paradigms, the ambiguity of images is 
considered an advantage both in the execution of a project and the interpretation 
of results (Knowles & Sweetman, 2004). It also supports the expression of 
transient feelings, textures, and lived experiences. Through attention to the 
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material, this method opens research to chance and distortion; images create new 
spaces for interpretation, such as symbolic iconography of visual emblems. The 
photographer’s engagement with the camera allows them to play with ideas of 
value and hierarchy and provokes the animation and agency of the topic. As well 
as highlighting the matter of things, images can also capture our own bodies 
caught up in moments and events in situ (Hunt, 2014). 

Deaf people live in the visual spatial domain and photo elicitation is one of 
the research methods used to capture the ontics and ontologies of Deaf lives. The 
capture of deaf people’s physical realities, the former, such as the production of 
signs (Stamp et al., 2014), and the embodiment of surroundings through the 
physical adaptation of spaces (Kusters & O’Brien, 2017). Additionally, photo 
images in ontologies use images to evoke a discourse on the question of being, 
such as the transitional experiences of young deaf people (O’Brien), and 
resilience in young people (Young et al, 2020). 

In line with more-than representational thought, creating a photograph is a 
physical act whereby the observer is also a participant in the visceral moments of 
value. The body is observed in the act of taking pictures, including how the 
angle, position, direction, frame, the visible/invisible, which all create meaning 
for the photographer, might be shared with others. Below I have an example 
from the trial exercise. 

 
 



 

   
 

67 

 
 

Fig. 2: Trial of photo capture for elicitation 

 
The respondent described his wardrobe as significant in his daily routine and 

how he reluctantly has a collection of plain and dark coloured clothes. He is 
required to wear dark, plain clothes to enable Deaf people to understand what he 
has signed; patterns, elaborate accessories, or bright colours are expected not to 
be worn. For him, the wardrobe represents a chore, a necessity, a uniform, a 
cultural dress, and a regulated social requirement for the purposes of his job as a 
sign language interpreter and the community he interacts with. Hunt (2014) 
detailed the analysis of pictures that could be captured within spaces, associated 
with objects or occur at a specific time during events. In essence, it is possible for 
the photographs to record the spatial-temporal landscape that the members of 
the Deaf community have embodied. It is not only nominated spaces that are 
identified but also the spaces between them, the existential spaces, which are 
temporally coincidental. 
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Photo Elicitation 

 
The intention of photo capture is to insert the pictures into the research 

interview/survey for two purposes: to provide a physical basis for the question 
being asked, and to evoke an emotional response (Harper, 2002). A photograph 
can include a material artefact or a non-material image that represents something 
about the Deaf community. The photographs were then discussed between three 
members of the Cultural Crown, who determined which photograph had specific 
meaning for their community. The baseline question for their decision-making 
process was ‘what is the Deaf community?’ and I refrained from making any 
further contribution. Their deliberations were recorded on film and used for 
analysis after the session; the content of the deliberations can be read in Chapter 
Four.  

The purpose of selecting members of the Cultural Crown was to identify how 
the ‘movers and shakers’ of the Deaf community represent themselves as I 
wanted to explore whether everyday members of the community share the same 
emotional attachment to what the community is. If it is the case that this 
community is more homogenous and ideas about the community more 
congruent, then the responses from each person should be the same to some 
degree; however, if they are more diverse, then the responses to the photographs 
should differ greatly. This will clarify the level of homogeneity in the Deaf 
community. The unstructured approach to the task opened out the conversation 
to allow for views to come across that were potentially very different from my 
own so I could be guided by their positions and worldviews. 

Three members of the Cultural Crown were selected and agreed to participate 
in this stage of the project; they were chosen because they actively create new 
spaces and activities within the Deaf community. They included a deaf 
interpreter and ex-board member of DeafCOG, an actor and marketing specialist 
as well as the lead of the Deaf Diaspora event, and the director for Surdi, a 
charity aimed to provide resources for the community. Two out of three 
members of this group are from a Deaf family and BSL is the native language. 
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Survey 

 
A qualitative and quantitative questionnaire was used to gather data from 

members of the Deaf community, including locations of home, work and places 
of importance. The questionnaire included a range of pictures from the photo 
elicitation task and asked respondents to indicate if a picture is of value to them, 
and if so, provide a statement as to why. The range of questions, how they were 
recorded and represented is included in the table below. 

 
Question  Type of data  How data has been 

represented? 

Locations    

Where do you live?  Postcode Pin on a map  

Where do you work?  Postcode  Pin on a map  

Important locations in the 
Deaf community? 

Addresses  Pins on a map  

Community assets    

Use of council services? Different services against 
different communication 
means 

Multiple choice 

Photographs    

View 21 photographs and 
state levels of importance  

Indicate whether the 
photograph represents: 1. 
Happiness, or 2. 
Kindness. 

Degrees of value from 1 - 
7. Additional comments 
to support the number 
chosen. 

Meta information    

Meta data for each 
respondent  

1. Deaf/hard of 
hearing/hearing/other. 
2. Male/female/non-
binary/other. 

Identify whether specific 
characteristic groups 
could reveal a particular 
outcome. 
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3. Numbers of other deaf 
people in the family. 
4. Language 
5. Age range 

Tab. 2: Scope of questions used in the survey 
 

All of the questions were presented in English and BSL so it was possible for 
members of the community to fill in the questionnaire independently, which was 
helpful to the research process. I was invited to join the ‘coffee morning’ club 
situated in Brighton Library and the respondents at this event were unable to 
access the survey in either BSL or English; therefore, I had to re-present the 
survey face-to-face. It was a worthwhile endeavour because I could include 
information specific to subaltern members of this community, who experienced 
difficulties in both languages. These interviews allowed me to ask additional 
questions about their choices, which has informed my thinking about home and 
diaspora. 

 
 

Fig. 3: Survey question in both BSL and English 
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The questionnaire received responses from 29 individuals out of 191 sign 

language users (Census 2011 - ‘language other’) or 669 deaf and hearing sign 
language users (calculated from Scottish Census due to how the question was 
framed - ‘one or more languages’) or 800 deaf sign language users (estimate from 
services manager, Mary Wilson, Brighton and Hove City social care). Accepting 
the smallest total, I would have reached 15 percent of the local population of sign 
language people. The responses in the survey were enough for patterns of 
similarities and differences in the data to become perceptible as well as creating 
maps to explore how data are distributed across Brighton and Hove. 

Maps is one means of visualising information in order to draw out a broader 
conclusion as to how a community functions in space. Popular geopolitical maps 
are performative constructions of power that create simplified representations 
for the complex arrangements of existing power structures (Hanna, Del Casino, 
Selden & Hite, 2004; Neocleous, 2003). The recent surge of the tabloid 
geopolitical narratives and accompanying political maps tells stories of fixed 
borders, territorial rights, and local political engagements that ultimately play a 
powerful role in defining both real and fictional cultural perceptions of 
(in)security, diplomacy, and global politics (Caquard, 2013; Moore & Perdue, 
2014). Maps express more information than a list of data entries and make 
explicit the social and political shape of the Deaf community. 

While maps may draw from quantitative data, the survey includes qualitative 
data against each pin point on a map, which may lead to vectors of warmness or 
coolness. This approach is called emotional mapping, which has been trialled in 
Brighton and Hove in the past. The ‘Bring the Happy’ project is a similar 
approach to social and cultural mapping; it identifies the locations in a city that 
are of importance to the individual, and the cumulative record of this data 
reveals the importance of locations to the community who exist there. This 
project is owned by Invisible Flock and funded by the Brighton Festival to map 
locations of happiness across the city landscape (Invisible Flock, 2016). ‘Bring the 
Happy’ was a method that breaks down the barrier between quantitative and 
qualitative data. The project aimed to mark moments of happiness around the 
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world to highlight, celebrate and inspire audiences about the act of creating 
happiness. It is a public art installation, a digital archive and a live performance. 
The resulting map indicated the locations of social and cultural importance at 
that moment and the value given to those locations in terms of a sense of 
belonging. Below are screen shots from their website. 

 

 
Fig. 4: Bring the Happy project: a map of collective points of happiness 
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Fig. 5: Bring the Happy project: an individual entry 

 
The responses in the survey are written in English and some use English as 

their second language and might not adhere to its grammatical rules. The quotes 
used in Chapter Seven, which have been selected from the survey, retain the 
same words. I have added words in brackets to ease comprehension for the 
reader. As a fluent user of British Sign Language, I am able to determine their 
exact meaning, especially if the word order corresponds to BSL grammar. 

Geographical Information Systems are popular means, in geographies, to map 
how people use a nominated area of space which convert people, or the facilities 
they use, into plot points or ventral areas that might reflect human's impact on 
the land. In the area of human geography, and this investigation, I am interested 
in how GIS can be used to describe social and cultural realities that may or may 
not be fixed points in space. 

SoftGIS, a term coined by Kyttä (2009), is an extension to traditional GIS 
methods and presents other social and cultural data. The project team has also 
explored the range of 'happiness,' as indicated earlier, and included data on the 
appearance of plot points, and their functional possibilities, atmosphere and 
social life. Their findings discovered that degrees of happiness and the density of 
the urban landscape do not have a linear or negative relationship but a 



 

   
 

74 
'curvilinear' one. This also reflects my earlier ideas about the relationship 
between sign language people and the spaces, places and cultural artefacts of the 
Deaf community, and how they might manifest in attraction and repulsion. 

Additionally, GIS is apt at bridging quantitative and qualitative data, 
presenting different data in different layers in order to uncover possible 
correlations between them. There are interesting questions around where sign 
language people live, work and socialise, and the cultural behaviours they follow 
in those spaces. This approach could reveal new understandings of how people 
change the manner in which they present themselves in order to fit into different 
spaces that are culturally bound (such as in a workplace with hearing people or a 
social event with Deaf people). GIS is also equipped to identify which plot points 
have a higher prevalence than others, which will coincide with the methodology 
selected for this investigation: observing the repetitions and differences in how 
members of the Deaf community embody locations and what actions are 
performed there. 

After my first attempts to use ArcGIS for physical and emotional mapping, I 
found it was not suitable for my needs because it did not allow me to layer 
different types of data. Consequently, I have used Google Maps, which can be 
manipulated towards my requirements; Chapter Five includes a series of maps 
with approximated locations but not exact, to offer some protection. 

 
 

Sketch Map 
 
Respondents who have engaged with the questionnaire were asked if they 

wished to be part of the next stage: the sketch map and interview. Sketch map is 
a visual spatial medium to help engage with the individual’s perception of space, 
locality, connectedness and routes through spaces when they are asked to 
describe their participation within the community (over one day, or several 
activities during the week) and to plot on the map where and when the action 
took place (Boschmann & Cubbon, 2014). The respondents were provided with a 
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template map (see Appendix Five) and a range of coloured pens to plot different 
waypoints of their choice. A separate piece of paper was provided to list any 
virtual spaces or online sites they would frequent to engage with the community 
and possibly add details as to how they really and virtually intersect. The online 
environment included a full spectrum of communication means and social 
media, such as emails, Facebook comments, Glide messages, text messages, vlog 
postings, etc. 

The respondents plotted locations, showed direction, detailed artefacts and 
people, explained durations, and provided additional narratives around what 
importance/relevance these actions might have had. The resulting maps are 
discussed in Chapter Six, where you can see examples of maps that were drawn 
and discussed as part of the interview process. 

 
 

Semi-structured Interview 
 
The interview began with the locations and borders of liminality described on 

the sketch map, starting at locations of the participant's choice and walking or 
talking-though individual actions, qualified with descriptions of their 
purposes/meanings/values. While the intent was to ‘walk through’ different 
locations, the sites in question were spread out across the city and we were in the 
wrong location to even begin a walk. As an alternative, I decided to explore the 
location we were in and what meaning it held. The location of the interview was 
decided by the respondent, it was their choice and they shared why they chose 
this venue. There was an indication of the relationship between the personal and 
private, and the location where we met was situated in the third zone: a private 
space in a public place. A walking interview would require us to drive to 
different locations, defeating the purpose of the interview; instead, I wanted to 
interviewee to focus on what they had done in those spaces by describing 
individual actions.  
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Thwaites (2001) explored the landscape as a place in itself and how 

populations experience and navigate spaces. He listed different aspects of human 
behaviour that could provide different positions of analysis, which guided me in 
the development of a directive for a semi-structured interview. I wanted to 
identify the individual performative actions, the networks the respondent 
engaged in, and the importance of geographical, historical and temporal 
locations. Each respondent had something specific to say about how they acted 
in space within the Deaf context that was nuanced to their identity and 
intersectionality. I also wanted to discover their similarities and whether actions 
or connections were mirrored to some extent. 

Each individual question started in the same manner, whereby I asked, 
“when you participate in the Deaf community, …” followed by a more specific 
question. These questions are listed below: 
 

 
Performative actions 
1. What do you do?  
2. First contact? Hugs, kisses, handshakes, high fives...  
3. First conversation? Wellness, weather, health, time available, plans ...  
4. Body position/eye contact? To the person they are talking to, to others, to 

themselves ...  
5. Time allocated? When to start? When to finish?  
6. Moving from one person to another? Moving between real or virtual 

contact?  
 
Networks 
1. Types of networks?  
2. Networks attracted to or avoided or ignored?  
3. Actions with different networks?  
4. Location of networks in real and virtual spaces?  
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Places of importance 
1. Places of importance? And repulsion?  
2. Locations of cultural significance?  
3. Geographical significance and relationship with public services?  
4. Light, shade, visibility, obscurity, freedom, security ...?  
5. Proximity and closeness to sites of importance? Sites of temporality and 

spontaneous action?  
 
Places of memory 
1. Memories of past actions?  
2. Places of historical importance?  
3. Relationship between past actions and present actions?  
4. Accounts and myths that may explain current actions?  

 
 
Temporality of events 
1. Actions during the week or weekend? Morning, afternoon, evening, night 

time?  
2. Actions at repeated events and their frequency?  
3. Actions in the run up/down to and from events?  
4. Actions taken with varying speed and hastiness?  

 
Consequently, mapping the Deaf community can reveal the spatial co-

existence, collusions and contentions between this community and the wider 
society within the urban landscape. Following from Lorimer's assertion that the 
body is marked, the performance of the body movements within space could be 
determined by the language or Deaf body, and how it moves spatially. A 
resulting map could reveal phonocentric/Anglocentric influences as well as how 
this community positions itself. A critical analysis would examine the potential 
of conflict, marginalisation and social exclusion expressed through normative 
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ideas and public prejudice. Evidence of such limitations will become clear if it is 
prevalent in how Deaf people perform. 

 
 

Participation of responders in different activities 
 
 A total of 32 people contributed to the research process and are named in this 
thesis in various reporting chapters from four to eight. There are three groups of 
people who have contributed in some form. The first group, who is not identified 
in the table below, includes individuals who have provided a range of 
photographs, representing the Deaf community, which were used in the photo 
elicitation exercise. This number includes two people who were provided with 
throw-away cameras to capture photographs related to their everyday lives.  
 The second group is the Cultural Crown, who I identified as individuals that 
have contributed significantly to the wellbeing of deaf people in Brighton and 
Hove. Originally, I had invited a fourth person but the invitation was declined. 
The concept of ‘Cultural Crown’ was formed after observing their behaviours in 
their deliberations. 
 The last group was the respondents to the survey that were either approached 
by me directly or had seen my request for people to respond to the survey via a 
Facebook posting in a local group. 
 
Pseudonym Activity 

Cultural 
Crown 

Photo 
elicitation 

Survey Sketch map Interview 

Monique •  •     

Ollie •  •     

Tom •  •     

Emma   •  •  •  

Eytan   •  •  •  

Lee   •  •  •  

Lulu   •  •  •  
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Marielle   •  •  •  

Parveen   •  •  •  
Survey 
respondents 
1 to 23 

  •    

Total 3 3 29 6 6 

 
Tab. 3: Cultural Crown group and respondents engaged in this research. 

 
 

Reimagining the Deaf Community 
 
As an epistemological investigation where the use of empirical findings 

identifies the ontological realities of the community, this final step in the process 
was to reimagine the community from data I have received. I was able to draw 
conclusions about why certain activities had taken place or how it came to be 
that these events took place in that location; I have undertaken research about the 
Brighton and Hove Deaf community in other projects such as ‘Deaf Education in 
the Seventies’, ‘Sussex Deaf History’, and oral history interviews with different 
individuals across the city and Sussex county; I was able to draw on this 
knowledge. I constructed a representation of the Deaf community as it is 
observed in the context of theories already presented in social sciences and the 
field of Deaf Studies, and more specifically the study reframed as ontologies and 
epistemologies (Kusters et al., 2017). Once the data were received, I spent time 
exploring how to represent this data and represent this community in the context 
of the current understandings of ethnography, anthropology and social policy 
written over the last 30 years. 

In particular, there were notable publications to consider that have applied 
common social theories to the Deaf community including Deafhood (Ladd, 2003); 
colonialism and post-colonialism (Ladd & Lane, 2013); habitus, field and capital 
(O’Brien & Emery, 2014); Deaf ethnicity (Ladd & Lane, 2013); Deaf Gain as an 
anathema to ‘hearing loss’ (Bauman & Murray, 2013); and the Deaf community 
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and the Cultural Crown (Ladd in Bauman, 2008; Ladd, 2003). These publications 
provided the possible lenses for analysis and enabled critical discussion of how a 
community can be presented. 

Chapter Nine represents the final outcome of the research process, drawing 
out the main geographical elements that are essential to the description of this 
community and answering the original question, “What is the Deaf 
community?” In the spirit of a ‘Wylie Walk’, I produced an ‘impressionist 
survey’ that interweaves the real/virtual, fact/myth, performed/represented, 
spatial/embodied, located/routed to bring about an ‘impressionist survey.’ The 
survey is a bridge between performative actions of embodied culture with the 
representatives of the Deaf body in space but the affected Deaf body is 
differently shaped and moves with different viscosity and needs to be taken into 
account (Lorimer, 2008). The survey is not a final rendition but a work in 
progress and a living document about a living community, which is open to 
being adjusted and re-worked; it is also an epistemological survey so any 
changes should be supported by real data. 

While deaf people live in the Deaf community as sign language people along 
with hearing children of deaf adults as well as sign language interpreters, deaf 
people also function day-to-day within a phonocentric environment: the place 
where deaf people go to work, pay taxes, marry their partners or give birth to 
children (Batterbury et al., 2007). Sign language exist because deaf people require 
this language to communicate; therefore, hearing loss is the catalyst for the 
formation of a community of sign language people. I sit comfortably with the 
position that a sign language person in a Deaf lifeworld, with all of the possible 
intersectional permutations, includes also the essentialist description of a person 
with a hearing loss. The difference, in this position, is that while the ‘lack of 
hearing’ is present and acknowledged, it does not have the same importance as 
the wider discourse of hearing loss and impairment. It is my experience this 
wider discourse is important to non-deaf people who fear the loss of hearing and 
people who have experienced gradual and sudden hearing loss as adults and 
wish to replace the senses they have lost. The re-imagination of this community 
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will be loyal to the lived experiences of people who live within that community 
along with encounters with the mainstream hearing world. 
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Chapter Four: Mapping the Deaf community in Brighton 
and Hove 
 

 

Introduction 
 

This chapter is focused on the landscape and demographies of the Deaf 
community, attempting to map its various locations across Brighton and Hove. 
The purpose is to mark the locations and their significance and identify means to 
separate out different sites into different types of interactions. The data were 
received from 29 respondents during the survey in which questions were asked 
about places of importance. This chapter explores the demographics of the 
respondents, the relationship between locations that are public and private, 
existential spaces or spaces of spontaneity, and the relationship between spaces 
and their agents. I conclude this chapter by developing the concept of ‘spheres of 
reach’, a concept that has emerged from the data which indicates that the Deaf 
community’s geographies were not a singular location or focal point but multiple 
locations spreading out from the centre, reachable to some but not to others. 

 
Population of British Sign Language people 
The population of deaf sign language users in the UK was first recorded in 

2011, when the Census included a new question about the entrant’s first or 
preferred language with the option for an individual to write ‘British Sign 
Language’ in an empty box. The results were surprising because there were more 
sign language users per 100,000 of the population in Scotland than in England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland combined. There were 12,533 people in Scotland 
who reported they knew BSL as their second language within a population of 
5,118,223, while England and Wales reported 15,487 out of 53,961,451, which 
represented 245 signers out of every 100,000 people in Scotland and 29 out of 
every 100,000 in England and Wales (Sebba & Turner, 2021). 
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The discrepancy was apparently due to the wording of the questions in 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland. There, the question asked the respondent 
to identify their “main language”, whereas the census in Scotland asked, “Other 
than English, what language do you speak at home?” 

The structures of the two questions resulted in different answers in that the 
survey in England, Wales and Northern Ireland asked for the ‘main’ language (if 
not English), while the Scottish version asked for the respondents’ various 
languages. Sebba and Turner (2021) compared the proportion of results with the 
CRIDE data (Consortium for Research in Deaf Education, 2020) for which schools 
report on the numbers of deaf children who use BSL across the UK year-on-year. 
The prevalence rate in the CRIDE survey is more representative of the 
population sizes than the 2011 Census in England and Wales, which indicates 
that the census was anomalous. If the Scottish prevalence rate was applied to 
England and Wales, the actual figure would result with 137,313, compared to the 
15,487 reported in Census 2011. 

Census 2011 reports that there are 151 users of British Sign Language in the 
City of Brighton and Hove among a population of 264,238. If the same 
prevalence rate is applied to Brighton and Hove, then the actual population 
could be 647 individuals. At the time of this investigation, I had an informal 
conversation with the resource manager for social care in Brighton and Hove 
City Council and her figure was roughly 800 people. This adjusted figure better 
aligns with anecdotal data received from social care. 

For the purpose of this investigation, I am more likely to quote the figure of 
647 BSL users in Brighton and Hove, which coincides with the main criticism of 
Census 2011 and the better worded questions used in the Scottish version of the 
census that year. It is my recommendation that the question in Census 2011 
should have been written similarly to the Scottish census, because deaf people 
are more likely to be bilingual and function between English and BSL on a day-
to-day basis. The Scottish version is more respectful of the realities people live 
today. For example, while I use BSL in live communication, I prefer to read 
English subtitles when watching TV. The Communications Act 2013 determined 
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that all terrestrial channels should be committed to delivering 100 percent of 
programmes with English subtitles, but only 5 percent with BSL; English is still 
one of the main languages of access even if our first or preferred language is BSL. 

Furthermore, it is the principal householder who completes the census survey 
form on behalf of the family. Families with deaf and hearing cohabitants may 
consider English the language of the family, even though some individuals may 
choose BSL outside the familial home. This misrepresentation would have 
consequences for public service provision because the needs of the individual are 
not recorded across a variety of situations where BSL might be preferred. The 
complexities of the relationship between the language of function, the language 
of choice and the language of the family home means they are not always one 
and the same. Therefore, the number of BSL users will always be an arbitrary one 
that reflects a certain aspect of an individual’s day-to-day routines. 

 
Creation of a map 
Map-making is an alternative means of presenting data that places 

geolocations in a visual format. This approach can show locations and 
relationships between locations as data points, lines between data points or area 
vectors. My interest in map-making lies in exploring how geographical data 
could enable epistemological research to draw out theoretical ideas from hard 
data. Furthermore, the additional data discussed in the next few chapters will 
require a central resource of fixed locations and the soft data can be added to 
give these points meaning. At the time of the design of this methodology, it was 
not clear what exactly the datapoints would have been and what meaning could 
be drawn from them. I was open to exploring different possibilities and allowing 
the data to bring the ideas to the fore. As an epistemological study, it was my 
intention to allow the data to influence the direction of this investigation, even if 
it led to ideas that were already published by other academics; at the same time, I 
hoped that the data would inspire a new way of seeing or thinking that would 
allow different conversations to take place about the manifestation of a Deaf 
community. 
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The sub questions of this inquiry were focused on ‘what the structures of the 

Deaf community in the cityscape might be’ and this chapter attempts to address 
these questions. Here I will focus on the demographic questions as well as the 
locations of work, home and places of importance in the community, from the 
perspectives of the respondents. 

In conversation with one respondent about these questions, I had to reaffirm 
that I did not endeavour to become a historical cartographer but a human 
geographer. Cartography is a tool to bring data to the reader of this thesis 
through which I can draw clear conclusions about how the community functions 
and the data inform my interpretive analysis without necessarily producing an 
exhaustive list of locations past and present. Nonetheless, I hope this work will 
inspire other researchers or third sector organisations to capture the cartography 
of the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove, or other parts of the world, 
because this information would enable communities to explore their material 
cultures and assets. The process of mapping assets has yet to be applied to this 
community, although there was the intention to map the assets of the community 
led by NHS North West and Department of Health that did not materialise 
(Nelson et al., 2011). 

 
 

Demographics of respondents 
 

In a general sense, being a member of the Deaf community is a self-
proclaimed status and there is no specific process required to declare one’s 
membership, nor is there an overarching structure of membership or any 
criterion a member has to comply with. There are specific organised groups that 
have a membership structure (e.g., British Deaf Association) and some Deaf clubs 
expect members to be a member and pay a membership fee on entry. There have 
been attempts to determine the boundaries of this community, such as 
Woodward’s (1975) decision to separate out sign language users from the 
denomination of ‘deaf people’ or people who are corporeally deaf. He used the 
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capitalisation of ‘deaf’ to signify people who are members of a community of 
‘Deaf people’ 10, who use BSL and participate in activities specific to Deaf cultural 
norms. Therefore, it is possible for a deaf person to be a member of this 
community regardless of what level of hearing loss they might have.  

The discourse on ‘Sign Language Peoples’ is an additional discourse which 
has moved from the assumed position of ‘hearing loss’ as the starting point of the 
Deaf identity (Batterbury et al., 2007). While hearing loss provides a purpose for 
a sign language person to use the language, it is not limited to people who are 
deaf. Already, within the group of deaf people, it is clear that not all deaf people 
have hearing loss at the same levels nor is hearing loss a pre-requisite to learning 
the language. Hard of hearing and hearing children of deaf parents may use BSL 
as their first language as the language of the family; English, therefore, would be 
their second language. Hence, the determination of the Deaf community, 
including its representations and boundaries, is under-researched and left open 
to interpretation; it is the purpose of this thesis, and the survey, to understand 
better the structural realities and political positioning of this community. 

This survey does not determine, from the outset, what the Deaf community 
might be or who might be a typical member; it allows for self-determination. At 
the beginning of the survey, respondents were asked, “Are you a member of the 
Deaf community?” with “Yes” as the required answer. If the answer was 
negative, they were thanked for their contribution and signposted away from the 
survey. This question could be discussed further, but I felt it was important that 
there was at least one constant for this investigation: the respondent perceived 
themselves as a member of this community, in whatever shape or form. 

In reality, I have received enquiries from individuals who questioned whether 
they were a member of the Deaf community and whether the survey was for 
them. The question is political and states a level of loyalty to a broader concept of 
the Deaf self. In one situation, I was informed curtly that they did not perceive 
themselves to be a member of this community even though they were regularly 
aware of organised activities. Another individual described their relationship 

 
10 Explained further in Chapter 2. 
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with their family and how they, a hearing person, was used as a communication 
tool between a relative and the parents; the individual did not perceive this 
warranting membership in any way. This compounds the idea that the Deaf self 
is a political position and a fission between the realities of their own actions 
and/or behaviours and their own perceptions of what the Deaf community 
might be. 

 
Respondents 
Twenty-nine people responded to the Mapping Deaf Brighton survey11,  some 

of whom completed the questionnaire independently online while others were 
interviewed face to face. While the survey was available in both BSL and written 
English, some individuals still requested a face-to-face interview; some were 
unsure about the scope of the survey and what kind of answers were expected 
from them. I offered respondents opportunities to either complete on their own 
in my presence or with my direct support, in which case I discussed the 
questions with them and offered to write some answers in English or have them 
continue to fill in the questionnaire themselves.  

I wanted to ensure a wide range of responses were included, especially 
responses from a group of deaf people who have been described as ‘grassroots.’ 
This term has been defined in two ways: traditional subalterns and subaltern-elite 
(Ladd, 2003, p. 187). To clarify, ’grassroots’ was signed in two ways, UPROOTED 
and DOWNROOTED, which indicated people who place themselves solely 
within their community’s structures, or subalterns, and people who have 
uprooted themselves and transitioned to other spaces within the community or 
elsewhere. The problems of oralist education regimes have further accentuated 
the difference between the two due to their problematic relationship with the 
national language, English; while both are loyal to the Deaf community, the ways 
in which this is carried out differ. I was introduced to a small group of deaf 
people who attended a regular coffee morning every Tuesday and completed the 

 
11 Copy of the survey can be found in appendix four, as well as the link to find the translations 
in BSL as well as interactive elements. 
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survey with them face-to-face; they might be understood as traditional subalterns. 
I will explore further in Chapter Seven about how this group represented itself 
and how their responses profoundly changed my own perspectives and 
preconceptions. I shared this survey widely in the local networks as well as 
emailing individuals I knew of and those whom I did not know. A good source 
was to search for contacts through my Facebook account and search for ‘friends 
of friends’ until I arrived at a list of over 50 people who could contribute. 

Eventually, there were 28 complete responses and one partial response. There 
were five further attempted responses that did not continue past the first 
question, which I consequently deleted because it contained no data. I originally 
aimed to achieve 125 responses to this survey as a 15-percent representation of 
the anecdotal figure of 800 residents (see above). If the 647 figure, calculated 
from the Scottish census, is true, 28 responses would come to 4.3-percent 
represented sample of the BSL-using population. Although the survey was 
complex and presented different questions about Deaf life and their cultural 
representations, it was not a survey for the faint-hearted. A respondent could 
take two hours to complete the survey depending on how meticulous they might 
be. Therefore, 28 responses equalled approximately 56 hours’ worth of data. 

The intention to identify 125 responses from a small sample, whereby each 
response requires two hours to complete, was probably too ambitious. If the 
number of respondents were important, then the survey should be shorter and 
simpler. There was an incongruence between the need to collate a wide range of 
information to explore the cultural capital of the Deaf community and the ability 
to achieve the volume required to reach a critical mass. Nonetheless, the volume 
of information already collated can still be valued as a credible source of data in 
order to identify the repeating themes that could address specific questions. 

 
Demographies of the respondents 
The declaration of one’s identity as a deaf person is not a measure of hearing 

loss but a statement of one’s sense of self in the world, as well as one’s position 
within the community. In this sample of respondents, 20 declared they are deaf, 
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8 are hearing and none were described as hard of hearing. If we were expected to 
comply with the grand narrative that deaf people are profoundly deaf and only 
use BSL, this evidence suggests otherwise. The identities of deaf people are 
complex and multifaceted when comparing the cultural labels they follow and 
their communication preferences. 

 
 deaf (n=20) hearing (n=8) 
British Sign Language 17 8 
Sign Supported English 11 3 
Fingerspelling 6 3 
Written English 10 5 
Spoken English 11 8 
Other 5 3 

Tab. 4: Self declaration and communication preferences 

BSL and English are two recognised UK languages with their own 
grammatical rules and lexical variations. Sign Supported English (SSE) is a 
communication form that employs signs from BSL and presents them in an 
English word order. SSE was a communication form used in some educational 
institutions as part of the Total Communication approach to education (Evans, 
1982). SSE does require knowledge of English to some degree in order to produce 
comprehensible utterance but it misses the grammatical necessities of prosody, 
use of articles and tense structures. Similarly, SSE loses the use of classifiers and 
clarity of verb forms, which indicate actions in syntactic and topographical space. 
SSE, as a communication form, does not include the sophistication of either 
language and yet borrows elements from both. It has been described as a 
‘vernacular BSL’ or ‘a contact language’ or an example of ‘code switching’ 
between two languages (Schembri, Fenlon, Rentelis, Reynolds & Cormier, 2013, 
pp. 147–148). 

The least favoured choice is fingerspelling, which is a visual representation of 
English letters on the hand and each word is spelled out for the other party to 
read. This manual representation of English is centuries old and became part of 
oral methods of education prior to the availability of auxiliary aids to facilitate 
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the use of residual hearing. Fingerspelling uses the same neurological sections of 
the brain employed for reading English (Schembri et al., 2013, p. 141). 
Furthermore, fingerspelling was the most prevalent method of communication in 
the early parts of the twentieth century and continued to be used by individuals 
such as Arthur Dimmock (See Hear, 2008). It is clear that many do not ascribe to 
communication preferences of the past. 

There were 19 female respondents against eight male and one person 
expressed themselves as ‘other.’ Brighton and Hove has a larger population, 
compared to the rest of the UK, of individuals who identify with LGBTQ+ 
identities and expressions of gender and whose sexuality is diverse and fluid. 
The LGBTQ+ sections of the community in Brighton and Hove are known to 
represent between 11 and 15 percent of the overall population, which is 
significantly higher than most other regions in the UK (Corporate Policy and 
Research Team at Brighton and Hove City Council, 2014, p. 20). 

 
Numbers of family members who are 

members of the Deaf community 
Number of respondents 

0 6 
1 11 
2 3 
3 2 
4 3 
5 2 

Tab. 5: Extended family members of respondents 

Ladd suggested that 90 percent of deaf people are more likely to marry 
another deaf person or a hearing person who perceive themselves to be a 
member of the same community (Ladd, 2003, p. 42). The data suggest that 22 out 
of 28 live with another person who considers themselves as a member of the 
community; this is quite significant. 

The age range of the respondents to this survey varied from 35 to 84. I was 
aware that the survey failed to capture data from individuals under the age of 35 
and made concerted attempts to bring their data into the survey, but 



 

   
 

91 
unfortunately was unable to meet with known individuals. This could be due to 
the complexity of the survey, the dauntingness of a survey from a doctoral 
student, or the age group that I am part of. 

 
Age range Number of respondents 

35 - 44 7 
45 - 54 12 
55 - 64 5 
65 - 74 3 
75 - 84 1 

Tab. 6: Age range of respondents 

Despite the valuable contributions received in this survey, there have been 
members of this community who have refused to contribute. In one incident, a 
respondent to activities for deaf people in the city responded to say that ‘I do not 
feel I am a member of the Deaf community.’ There is a range of perceptions 
about what a community might be, founded on different experiences. A second 
respondent asked for my advice about whether they should complete the survey 
as a hearing person because of their own relationship with the community and 
the language they use in the family home. They felt their identity was more 
complex that a simple yes or no response to ‘are you a member of the Deaf 
community?’ And the third refusal happened in a face-to-face meeting after I 
explained the consent form in detail and the individual refused to sign; I ceased 
the interview and thanked them for their time. The fact that I am a deaf person 
and a member of this community does not externalise an authority to engage 
with most deaf people because some may identify with me as a DEAF DEAF 
SAME but others may not (Friedner & Kusters, 2014). 

 
 

The Public and Private 
 
Habermas’ spheres of the public, private and state control are the inspiration 

for this section, but I draw too on the discourse within feminist theories whereby 
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the determination of women’s bodies in private and public spheres is defined by 
private choices and rule-setting from the state-controlling patriarchy. Landes 
(1998) discussed the dichotomy of the public and private and placed the 
conversation firmly on the geographies of the body in context, such as the dual 
legal systems in the Middle East and how the extent of public/private can vary 
across regions and nations. She used the term ‘public and private sphere’ in 
order to raise the diverse actualisations of human behaviour and rule setting in 
communities and public law. In a sense, the private sphere becomes a collective 
shared sphere of private lives connected in a community of identity and separate 
from the public or state control.  

The relationship between deaf people’s homes and their places of work, as 
well as the locations they frequent and regularly engage with their peers, has 
caused me to question how the public and private are represented within this 
Deaf community and the cityscape of Brighton and Hove. Deaf people can have 
their own sphere as a connected community, distinct from other communities or 
the general population in the city. In order to understand that sphere, data from 
Census 2011 and my own research could throw light on the relationships 
between locations. 

Datashine uses the data from Census 2011 to create maps using different 
filters to identify the distribution of locations. The red parts of the map reveal a 
vector of various post codes as a Lower Layer Super Output Area (LSOA) and 
displays the prevalence rate for that area in colour and percentage. Most areas 
report a prevalence of BSL users at levels of 0.3 to 0.7 percent, which is 
considered an insignificant group for the census. Despite the criticisms of the 
quality of the data, this map still reveals some important information about the 
locations of individuals living in the city. While the data are fully represented in 
the map, some of the data points have been moved to another vector in order to 
randomise the locations and consequently protect the anonymity of respondents, 
so that a datapoint is not representative of a specific individual who may or may 
not live in that location. 
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Fig. 6: Locations of BSL users in Brighton and Hove (Datashine/Census 2011) 

In one location shown in Figure 6, the prevalence rate is 17.5 percent, which is 
significantly higher than any other vector and suggests that there is a location 
that attracts a larger number of residents who use BSL. The area includes a 
residential school for deaf children, Hamilton Lodge School, as well as teaching 
and support staff who live in its vicinity. 
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Fig. 7: Location where 17.5 percent of the population are BSL users 

(Datashine/Census 2011) 

This location has historical significance because it is close to several sites that 
are specific to the Deaf community such as the now-demolished Brighton 
Institute for the Deaf and Dumb on Eastern Road and the past location of the 
Brighton Deaf Club and Sussex Deaf Association (SDA) in Carlton Hill. The close 
relationship between the school for deaf children and the social club for deaf 
adults is not uncommon as educational institutions often had close links with 
local deaf associations and their corresponding clubs. In some locations, the local 
church, which offers services in BSL, would be close by as well but in this case, 
the SDA is part of the Diocese of Chichester and activities of practicing faith were 
central to the institution. There is a triadic relationship between the school, club 
and church but the pattern is not congruent for all locations in the UK. Glasgow 
had two schools and two deaf clubs, one Catholic and the other Protestant. North 
Finchley, in London, is the home of the Jewish Deaf Association (JDA), a club for 
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social and religious gatherings, which is 2.3 miles away from the now-closed 
Nightingale House Jewish school for deaf children. The relationships between 
schools and their corresponding clubs are evident. 

 
Mapping data points 
The data collected in the Mapping Deaf Brighton survey have been placed in 

the Google My Maps online application and can be viewed via the following 
link: https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1ld5WnP2Qa800o1zkgi-
NP9YDXFS4qmc3&usp=sharing. An interactive map is used because the wide 
range of data included London and West Sussex as well as the areas 
neighbouring Brighton and Hove; it is a challenge to see all the data in one 
printed map. This link provides the option to view data at various levels and 
draw out the relationships between sites.  

 

 
Fig. 8: All datapoints on a map 
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Fig. 9: Some datapoints on a map covering Brighton and Hove 

 
Fig. 10: Some datapoints on a map of central Brighton 

The data includes three sets of data: home locations, work locations and sites 
of importance to the respondents when asked about locations within the Deaf 
community. The data are presented in two different ways: home and work 
locations are data points in grey depicting a house or a ‘person digging’, 
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respectively; the locations of importance are colour coded with a symbol to 
represent the kind of activity they represent. Some activities take place at the 
same location but I have adjusted their positions so they can be viewed on the 
map – the geolocations are placed side by side instead of one on top of the other. 
Two locations are not data points but an area of interest such as George Street in 
Hove and Hove Park; for these locations I have either marked the road as a line 
or the park as a self-drawn vector. The locations on the map use the postcodes 
provided in the survey; where the postcode was unknown, I used the 
information provided to identify it. In some cases, the locations were not 
accurate and the map may show misleading information on the relationships 
between data points; in such cases, I have adjusted them manually. In the 
creation of this map, I have on occasion sought extra information from the local 
community and What’s on Deaf Sussex Facebook group to help identify where 
groups meet. On some occasions, they have met at various locations and I have 
chosen the more frequent one. Similarly, the locations of workplaces are 
problematic because some individuals do not have a workplace or have declared 
themselves freelance. As most freelancers register their businesses at home, I 
decided not to provide any other locations for the workplace; in the case of 
interpreters, their possible work locations are bound by rules of confidentiality 
according to the National Register of Communication Professionals Working 
with Deaf and Deafblind people (NRCPD). 

 
Sites of importance in the Deaf community 
Each respondent was asked to identify five locations that were important to 

them, which are relevant for the community. The locations suggested from deaf 
people were more personal and centred on the needs of the individual, whereas 
hearing people, some of whom might work as BSL/English interpreters, 
described their provisions and services in different locations. The reason for the 
difference is that hearing people often meet with other deaf people where they 
work. In fact, sign language interpreters are more likely to meet a broad range of 
deaf people, some of whom might never have met each other; therefore, 
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interpreters have a broader viewpoint of the community as a whole. 
Furthermore, they take pride in the services they offer and want to highlight 
access to different venues, which may have been a result of lengthy campaigns 
for access. Deaf people did not always share the same sense of ownership 
because access was taken as de facto compared to Deaf-led activities. 

In the table below, the repetitions of locations have been accrued to signify the 
range, number of sites and number of mentions in the survey. The same 
information is available in the Google My Maps link; if you click on an icon on 
the map or on the side, the icon will expand to reveal more information. For this 
particular group, cafe socials, theatre and fitness clubs had eight to ten mentions, 
whereas others had five mentions or fewer. These locations relate to specific 
activities linked to an opportunity for social engagement, such as ‘chatting’ and 
‘drinking coffee’, or ‘fitness’ and ‘socialising’, or ‘watching a show’ and 
‘reviewing the show.’ The latter coincides with an activity organised by Sue 
MacLaine, Nadia Nadarajah and myself to encourage people to access the theatre 
– we organised a pre-show tour backstage to explore the set, and allow 
participants to ask the stage manager or theatre director questions about how the 
set is laid out. A synopsis of the show in BSL is shared and discussed as well as 
discussions about broader ideas regarding how the culture of theatre compares 
to other story-telling media, such as TV or film, and especially the specificity of 
the fourth wall and the cast’s relationship with a live audience. The group 
perceived access to theatre as a means of social mobility and improved 
communication with hearing family members, by bringing the familiar to those 
conversations. Both Sue and Nadia are award-winning actors and Sue is a 
playwright as well as a BSL/English interpreter. Nadia is an actress in deaf 
specific and mainstream theatre, and has performed at Shakespeare’s Globe in 
three productions. This activity has bridged a relationship with members of the 
community and proclaimed artists, but the connections are more typical of a 
community of interest rather than a community of identity; the gathering is 
formed as a consequence of the dedicated activity itself rather than a need for 
this community’s members to engage with other deaf people.  
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Symbol Activity Number of sites Number of 
mentions 

 

Art exhibition 
Knitting club 

2 2 

 

Book club 1 1 

 

Cafe social 6 10 

 

Cinema (accessible) 4 8 

 

Council (interpreting in) 1 1 

 

Deaf club 4 5 

 

Education 2 5 

 

Festivals (deaf led) 
Access to festivals 

2 2 

 

Fitness clubs 
Sites for fitness activities 

4 9 

 

Football club 1 1 



 

   
 

100 

 

Guided tours 1 2 

 

Hospital (interpreting in) 1 2 

 

Meeting points 
Our Space 

1 3 

 

Parks 1 1 

 

Place of worship 2 3 

 

Pub social 1 2 

 

Schools (Hamilton Lodge 
School) 

1 10 

 

Services 
Third sector organisations 

2 2 

 

Shopping 
Meeting point 

1 1 

 

Sports venue 
Netball team 

1 1 

 

Theatre (accessible or 
interpreting in) 

2 8 
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Train station 
Meeting point 

1 1 

 

Walking routes 1 1 

Tab. 7: Map symbols, their meanings and frequency 

The locations include a mixture of datapoints in the vicinity of the city or 
beyond, such as London and West or East Sussex. In part, there is a sense of 
freedom not to pursue locations in the city when organising an event and to take 
activities outside of the city boundaries. For example, Lewes Depot cinema 
organised a Deaf cinema event, where short films in BSL were screened to the 
wider public; this activity created a sense of loyalty towards the venue and 
sparked future visits and further activities (e.g., a cinema club). A book club for 
women moved to different locations in Lewes, Seaford and Alfriston because of 
the ambience of the venue, which may be considered a more holistic and 
therapeutic environment. London was perceived as a space for opportunities to 
engage with a larger group of deaf people, such as historical or art and design 
tours, or theatre performances in BSL and perhaps interpreted into English (e.g., 
Deafinitely Theatre). There is a relationship between the vicinity of small clubs 
and communities of interest in the city and communities of cultural and 
language significance in the capital. There is a pattern of behaviour whereby 
distance warrants different levels of engagement or opportunities for interaction 
and conversation as well as the opportunity for cultural mobility (as opposed to 
social or economic mobility) where different activities warrant a different 
language knowledge or cultural fluency. 

 
 

Existential Space 
 
As a spatial ontology, existential space does not focus on the locations of 

specificity nor the ambivalent locations that are used for various purposes. 
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Instead, existential space focusses on the distance and relationship between 
locations and the variating datapoints between them. For example, dog-walkers 
may tread the same path daily, and at certain times, which is frequented by other 
dogs and their owners, and they stop at different places for spontaneous 
encounters to interact with each other. Although the locations of a route for dog-
walkers, for example, cannot be locked to a GPS location, there is a sense of 
importance around certain engagements between owners, dogs and their 
interactions with the landscape. Existential space is the in-betweenness of spaces, 
the spontaneity of interactions and the value of certain activities associated with 
those spaces. 

 
Organised or spontaneous events  
Typically, a Deaf club is a regular event which is organised by a group of deaf 

people and BSL is the heart of that interaction. Their activities are primarily 
focussed on the older generation and their need for conversation, mutual 
support and activities to support one’s mental health. The activities are familiar 
to many, such as card games and bingo, and create opportunities for people to 
engage in conversation. Most clubs have a specific hierarchy such as a ‘chair’, 
‘secretary’ and ‘treasurer’ with a group of volunteers who are able to assist with 
the club on the night, such as collecting membership fees, organising activities 
and managing behaviours and expectations in that space, such as making sure 
everyone is signing, or explaining/re-explaining the purpose of the event. There 
is an assumption of a relationship wherein the subaltern-elite take the lead and 
subaltern members just participate. 

During the research for this thesis, I was interviewed by BBC See Hear to 
discuss the impact of the closure of a Deaf club in Solihull (BBC See Hear, 3 July 
2019). The angered community members questioned the leaders of the club and 
felt their legacies had been diminished. They were met with the reality of a 
membership dwindling to the point that it was difficult to justify the cost of 
running the club. These conversations are between members and the club’s 
volunteers, who receive no financial benefit for running such clubs nor any 
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prestige. With so few members, clubs fell into disuse and disrepair and the few 
who took on the responsibility no longer had the support from the community to 
maintain it. 

Alternatively, various locations of importance are established in specific sites 
that allow deaf people to meet up without having to commit. In several 
conversations with interviewees, they highlighted the importance of spontaneity 
as a contrast to organised activities; the ability to meet deaf people without plans 
was just as important as organised events, perhaps more so. The range of 
activities identified by the respondents includes a substantial number of 
‘spontaneous’ activities. 

 
Institutions Organised activities Spontaneous activities 

Action on Hearing Loss, 
schools, colleges. 

Deaf clubs, fitness clubs, 
walking clubs, book clubs 

Meeting points, train 
station, pub or cafe social, 

shopping 
6 6 11 

Tab. 8: Organised and spontaneous activities 

Brighton and Hove has a wealth of resources that enable groups to occupy 
spaces for different purposes without having to enter a contract of payment or 
rule setting. Open spaces such as parks can equally be used as venues for fitness 
training; cafe socials can exist in any cafe space within its open hours and with a 
commitment to the unspoken contract to purchase its products. The Deaf 
community sees the use of spaces as a reward in kind because their commitment 
to the spaces brings their networks and their disposable income to these 
locations. This is generally along the same lines as the ‘Pink Pound’, where 
accessible and deaf-friendly venues are preferred over others.  

The spontaneity of some locations is not specific to a space in a cafe but in 
open spaces such as George Street or London Road, both of which are shopping 
areas. The focus on high streets gives rise to an increase in human interactions 
and the greater possibility of meeting a deaf person by accident. On reflection, 
respondents marked these locations as places where meeting another deaf person 
is most likely to take place. Similarly, Hove Park has various facilities for self-



 

   
 

104 
directed exercise and fitness activities such as tennis courts, walks, routes for 
runners and bikers, a skateboarding park, and so on; this was mentioned as a 
location for potential encounters. 

 
Wayfaring locations 
A walk-through location is typical of an existential space. George Street and 

London Road are hotspots for spontaneous interactions due to the facilities, and 
because they are locations of wayfaring, when a person travels from one location 
to another. London Road has Brighton MET college in its vicinity; the University 
of Sussex attracts both staff members and students and the campus-style 
institution facilitates opportunities for wayfaring contacts. Hamilton Lodge 
School is near the hospital and patients may engage with staff members at the 
school, while George Street is a location primarily for entertainment and 
shopping close to where some members of the community live. The 
opportunities of interactions through wayfaring locations were many and they 
are often not perceived as explicit interactions within organised events but our 
community as a whole. This leads me to a question of whether the Deaf 
community is a place located at a distinct venue or whether the place surrounds 
us; in a sense, do we ‘go’ to the community, or are we ‘living in’ the community? 

Other sites of wayfaring have a specific purpose of serving people who travel, 
such as train stations and bus stops. My own experiences of meeting deaf people 
in existential spaces were at bus stops; most deaf people have a bus pass for free 
travel and many of us use the same services. Disabled people also have one-
third-off train tickets so they can travel to organised events further afar, such as 
Worthing and Eastbourne. It is often expected that a deaf person will travel to 
other locations in order to meet their peers because various events serve local 
communities in its vicinity; people who live in other areas are expected to travel 
the distance. While this commitment seems extensive to many non-Deaf people, 
a sole deaf employee of a company would be desperate to meet with other 
people who use BSL at the end of a working day. 
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There were mentions of wayfaring routes between Brighton and Hove and the 

capital. There was a gentle balance between the need to organise travel for 
security and the need to feel independent and in control of one’s destiny. A 
range of strategies were employed such as travelling with a friend, agreeing to 
meet a friend at the venue or agreeing another activity that coincides with that 
event; there was always a degree of planned and yet un-planned activity, such as 
the open-ended invitation of ‘I hope you will be there.’ I wonder if this is a 
general transition from the club-controlled interactions of the Deaf club to the 
rejection of clubs and self-organised activities to the search for opportunity of 
spontaneous encounters, and whether these transitions are related to the increase 
in social mobility of deaf people amongst themselves and within society as 
whole. 

 
 

The amorphous place and its agency 
 
The decline of the Deaf club was a problem of ‘place’ because those historical 

locations suited a different time when face-to-face communication was the 
primary purpose of a club, when there was no other way for deaf people to 
connect. The change was spurred on by social changes in society including the 
increased accessibility to careers, greater disposable income, developments in 
technology and the changes in routes into the community, all of which has 
changed the purpose of Deaf clubs. While Padden (2008) addressed the problem 
of place, she did touch on the opportunity of agency. While the buildings have 
been vacated, and some sold on, the role of the agents have continued but in 
different spaces that are online, connected remotely and arranged in many 
locations where Deaf spaces can form temporarily. Padden was concerned at the 
time about the loss of place which could have a detrimental impact on the Deaf 
community but we now see, some years later, that other places have developed 
amorphously and realised that the true assets of the clubs are their agency. 
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The places of importance to the community are varied and changeable. The 

Sussex Deaf Association (est. 1912) was a long-standing organisation which 
represented deaf people’s needs in the city as considered by the Bishop of 
Chichester. The location of the association moved from Dyke Road to St 
Stephen’s Church, to Carlton Hill, to Whitehawk Way before ceasing trading due 
to financial constraints. If the value of the property was a measure of the 
locations’ economic capital, the movement from the trading centre of Western 
Road, to the social fluidity of Kemptown and finally to social economic 
deprivation in Whitehawk, the move has been a transition towards places of 
poverty and destitution. This is not to say this community has moved in the 
same direction, but perhaps the declining members of the association and its 
corresponding club were those who had language (and therefore economic) 
barriers to employment and services. The relationship of dependency was toxic 
and the final throes of the organisation resulted with staff members charging 
deaf people for support by the hour; their members deserted them. 

The place of a deaf club is a symbol of a time when deaf people attended 
residential deaf schools and the club was an extension of the school experience 
but the rise of the ‘Pub Rebels’ and the increase of mainstream schoolers have 
changed the dynamic. The model of ‘working men’s clubs’ came about in the 
mid-nineteenth century as an alternative to drinking dens where workers could 
find respite in a more family-friendly environment; it was considered that clubs 
would be a healthier option including activities for the family. The first Deaf 
Society was established in Glasgow in 1822, with others following later: Bristol in 
1840; Manchester in 1846; Liverpool in 1864; Nottingham in 1868; and Cambridge 
in 1912. The establishment of ‘societies’ and ‘institutes’ provided a home for the 
Deaf clubs to establish themselves in. The ‘National Deaf Club’ was founded in 
1906 as the Deaf Friend’s Association by Mr Durlacher, the deaf son of Queen 
Victoria’s chiropodist, when he thought that young deaf people needed a better 
location to meet in London (Stiles, 2011). The Brighton Deaf Club closed in 2015 
at SDA before continuing in some form near Preston Park. The closure was not 
due to the building nor its location but the people inside, its agency. The agents 
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of the deaf association were hearing people with limited abilities to sign who 
maintained a paternalistic control over members, the disenfranchised subalterns 
who abandoned their powers and were divested from autonomy 12. Young (2019) 
described how deaf people, when in direct communication with hearing people, 
have their own agency using written words, gesture, mime and other visual 
expressions to harness a connection but in the presence of an interpreter, or any 
hearing intervener, there is a risk of a deaf person losing their agency.  

In an interview with one respondent, they said, 

I go the Deaf club in Clapham because I like the people there. The person who 
leads the club is great. He is such a leader. (Parveen) 

The comment was in reference to a club the person enjoyed visiting in 
comparison to the clubs close by; they were fonder of a club in central London 
because of the people who volunteered their time to run the club. The 
respondent did not mention the building or the location because both were 
beside the point; the location had no purpose other than housing an activity. The 
key motivator to attend a Deaf club is to meet with people who use BSL and not 
necessarily the building; in a sense, the place is amorphous and independent 
from the building where it is located. 

I go to London to see plays run by Deafinitely Theatre because they are in my 
language. Theatres locally are always interpreted but they are never in my 
language, nor my culture. (Emma) 

Similarly, the theatre provides a good range of accessible performances using 
BSL/English interpreters who specialise in theatre productions as well as 
captioned performances with Stagetext. This is not enough to satisfy their 

 
12 This situation was very specific to Brighton and Hove. The subaltern elite attempted, on 

many occasions, to readjust the balance of power and inspiring deaf subalterns to lead 
themselves. The subaltern elite slowly set up their own companies to provide services that SDA 
already provided, and their assets were slowly eroded. At the same time, the membership of the 
association dwindled to just 80 members. In comparison, other institutions, societies and centres 
have wrestled control from hearing leaders and established the club or Deaf association of their 
own. I have visited Deaf clubs in London, Bristol, Manchester and Glasgow over the years 
which have remained authentic to the community’s culture and identity with deaf people at the 
lead. This never happened in Brighton. 
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appetite for theatre and they long for performances in which the actors 
themselves are deaf and/or sign fluently. The story, whether written by a deaf or 
hearing playwright, is interpreted into the Deaf world as a cultural and linguistic 
reinterpretation of masterpieces, such as George Brant’s ‘Grounded’ (27 October 
to 21 November 2015) and Sarah Kane’s last work of ’4.48 Psychosis’ (18 
September to 13 October 2018). The performance of the former was shaped by 
Ramesh Meyyappan, a deaf choreographer, to interpret the spoken monologue 
into a two-person monologue using physical and signing spaces to invoke an 
emotion and meaning. These artistic merits go beyond the benefit of access to 
mainstream theatre at the Theatre Royal and Brighton Dome. 

Apart from individuals who have enthusiasm to travel to receive the best the 
community has to offer, a group of deaf people were less likely to travel and 
reported their need to meet in close vicinity. They met at the back of Jubilee 
Library, a great open space with full light flooding through windows but they sat 
at the back in order not to be seen. The leader of this event described them as 
‘grassroots’ (see above), a term I am not fond of, or rather he was describing 
people with less experience of engaging with people from other areas of the UK. 
Their language is local, specific, nuanced to their needs, limited in their 
knowledge of both BSL and English, and their world knowledge is restricted to 
what they are familiar with. 

“Are you comfortable with English or BSL?” 

“I was born hearing so I am probably more hearing than most deaf people.” 

“Okay, do you want to fill in the questionnaire yourself? You can access it in 
either English or BSL - it has both.” 

“No, no. My English is not that good.” 

This deaf person used a phrase, which was a narrative from her youth that 
was repeated to her by oralist educators as a justification for their oppressive 
practices, and it was the only way she could define herself, even as a member of 
this community where that premise was not necessary. The group is in a state of 
flux between the ideologies of oralist approaches to education and their identity 
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within the Deaf community. The consequence of this mind set is a restricted 
ability to use BSL at its fullest, which has restricted their engagement with people 
who are linguistically and culturally similar to them. The idiosyncrasies of their 
communication have formed their own identity, which is somewhere between 
English and BSL, and without mastering either one. For them, this space was 
essential to their everyday lives, shaped to their communication forms and 
shielded from the furore of social media and Deaf politics. I have come to realise 
that the sense of place, the regularity of event, the social norms, and personalised 
communication forms are essential for wellbeing, as other opportunities in the 
Deaf community are not available to them. 

“I’m going to my knitting club now.” 

“Is it a deaf knitting club?” 

“No, they are all hearing.” 

“So, how do you communicate with them?” 

“I don’t.” 

The respondent felt comfortable to sit in a room with some pleasant people 
with smiling faces to just knit and admire each other’s work without the need to 
engage in conversation. I felt a sense of anguish that we, as a community, have 
not passed on our language, BSL, to people who need it most, so they can access 
Deaf arts, interpreters, news, media, film and so on. At the same time, I must 
respect the individual’s responsibility to determine their own destiny and find 
their own place of belonging. 

Deaf people do entertain each other in their own homes by way of meals, 
parties and gatherings. Invitations to these events are not exhaustive or extended 
to the wider Deaf community in the city but rather their close friends and their 
partners. They invite each other through a yearly programme of special events 
and parties, some of which may extend to other events such as a Deaf ball, which 
allows groups to book their own tables of peers and find new links with other 
members of the community. There is a transition from the private to the 
public/private of a shared community of peers to the public of the ball. 
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Sphere of Reach 

 
The concept of community for each member of the Deaf community is not one 

and the same. Each individual has their own interpretation of what community 
means for them. While some would be quite happy with their own 
interpretation, others, such as members of the Cultural Crown, would foster their 
own ideologies of what a ‘community’ could mean to them and what values they 
associate with it. This is not to say that there are correct or incorrect 
interpretations of a community because there is no universal recipe for their 
creation; rather, people perform them in different ways. 

When I asked how they perceive the community’s structure, I was offered an 
explanation from a member of the Cultural Crown: 

Well, we have deaf families at the centre and hearing sign language interpreters 
at the periphery (Monique). 

The respondent imagined a metaphor in the form of a circular pie where deaf 
people with several generations of deaf people in the family would place 
themselves at the heart, while hearing people with relationships with the Deaf 
community were on the outskirts of the community and dipping in and out from 
time to time. These models describe a power hierarchy, whereby people should 
aspire to follow the people at the centre of the pie. I have used the term ‘Cultural 
Crown’ to describe the people at the centre. Dialogue about this relationship has 
focused on language and culture but in fact they are talking about power and 
ownership – to the point that people of the Cultural Crown would openly 
critique others in order to maintain their own positions of power, in the form of 
authority. 

The self-determined choices of location do not identify individuals who are 
perceived as members of the Cultural Crown, and there were examples they 
could have referred to which are common knowledge in the community. In fact, 
the power structures were neither understood nor accepted. Although 
‘grassroots’ members of the community might have a different position because 
the event they attend is led by an individual who may have authority as a local 
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gatekeeper. The imposition of the Cultural Crown’s values would depend on 
how the leader would function and their actions of imposing their behaviours 
could be perceived as inappropriate. 

 
Defining ‘sphere of reach’ 
Accordingly, I would like to suggest a different model, coining the term 

‘sphere of reach’, which bridges Landes’ idea of a public/private sphere and 
Bourdieu’s thoughts on network and agency and how people adopt different 
habitus as acts of social positioning. This distinction is derived from the 
narratives from the ‘grassroots group’, the communities of interests at a city 
level, the visits to London for culturally inspiring Deaf-centred Art, and an 
aspiring deaf British artist who has lived in various countries before settling as 
an actor in the UK. The sphere of reach is a triadic relationship between space, 
language fluency, and cultural manoeuvrability. 

The emphasis in the concept ‘sphere of reach’ is the ability to reach, much in 
the way that someone would extend their hand to reach for the next rung on a 
ladder or would stride beyond a city’s boundaries. I centre the positionality of 
the concept not on power but on language fluency and cultural competency. If an 
individual is not able to converse in BSL beyond local conversations amongst 
peers, the idea of attending a show in BSL would be a challenge. Therefore, the 
reach is concerned with what language ability an individual might need in order 
to access a different social positioning or a different habitus. 

I separate out the sphere of reach to six different strata: the neighbourhood, 
the city, the region, the national, the bipartisan and the diaspora. This is explored 
further in Chapters Nine and Ten. 

 
 

Summary 
 
The sphere of reach, a term coined in this chapter, is a concept to help 

interpret the datapoints of the Deaf community within the cityscape of Brighton 



 

   
 

112 
and Hove and its surroundings. The relationship between the body, the self and 
the landscape are principal to this conversation whereby the body can move 
through space to find its own habitus, the skill of the individual to express the 
self in different contexts, and the structure of the landscape to enable different 
encounters to take place. The sphere of reach describes how the body can move 
as far as it wishes but requires the ability to perform linguistically and culturally 
(Cosgrove, 1994b). The development of language and cultural representations is 
the lifeblood of the Deaf self, a process described by Ladd (2003) in the search for 
Deafhood. 

What was anomalous up until now is the assumption that the hierarchy of the 
Deaf community functions with a different power structure. In reality, people 
disregard positions of power and authority to the point that it is abandoned 
completely: a hierarchical power is the leftover of a period of colonialism by 
missioners and people who attempted to normalise deaf people. Deaf people 
have occupied the predestined colonial structures and adopted the same power 
structures for themselves; this community is in a post-colonial existence. Instead, 
deaf people live according to their own habitus, governed by their own sense of 
comfort with their language they use and the cultural materials they are familiar 
with. They naturally conform to different strata where the individual is able to 
extend their reach. 

The manoeuvrability to further reaches does not presume that the inhabitants 
of nearby reaches are left behind, people tend to go back to their own origins, to 
spaces they cherish, bringing their newfound abilities, knowledge and skills to 
their neighbourhood. Their acts of returning with their new awareness are the 
agency of community spaces. In 1999, I found myself flying to Australia to attend 
an international event where 4000 deaf people had convened in Brisbane. I 
absorbed the cultural strength and political resilience, supported with newfound 
concepts and ideas that had charged me when I returned home to my 
neighbourhood. 

The datapoints suggests that not all deaf people share the same perception of 
a community and further writing should respect the fact that the Deaf 



 

   
 

113 
community is not a homogenous space but differentiated strata, which include 
different conversations about the body, self and landscape in a community’s 
sphere. The concept of sphere of reach will be discussed further in other 
chapters. 
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Chapter Five: The Cultural Crown and its Metaphors 
 

 

Introduction 
 

This chapter explores the metaphors and images selected and used to express 
the Deaf community’s cultural ideals. The ‘Cultural Crown’, or people who have 
access to and engage with the cultural capital of the community, are the focus of 
this chapter because this group were asked to identify the images that represent 
the community or answer the question, ‘What is the Deaf community?’ The 
process included the acceptance and rejection of some images and visual 
metaphors that were collected from various sources, and both decisions were 
equally informative about which ideas do or do not transpire within the 
community’s cultural narrative. In turn, the group had broader discussions about 
how culture is interpreted from the perspective of deaf people in general. 

The concept of Cultural Crown is a colloquial and marketing term used to 
encapsulate the relationship between a celebration of a specific culture, the 
prevalent physical presence in the urban landscape and the elite who champion 
some cultural ideas above others. The term, Cultural Crown, is not clearly 
defined in academic literature but is often found in text to support applications 
for the European Capitals of Culture initiative. Notably, there has been several 
winners, such as Derry/Londonderry in 2013 and Hull in 2017 (The Scotsman, 
2010; e.g., Ward & Carter, 2002). 

In a different context, the expression Cultural Crown has been used over 
decades as a means to encapsulate an elite group of people who have an 
overarching responsibility for the cultural authenticity of a community identity. 
When describing the elite of California, Soja quoted "the Cultural Crown of 
Southern California, reigning over orchestral music, vocal performance, opera, 
theatre and dance” as a monarchy realised through birthright and cultural 



 

   
 

115 
superiority (Soja, 1986, p. 265). Ladd also verified this idea, whereby “one is born 
to a Deaf family, one inherits a ‘Cultural Crown’” (Ladd in Bauman, 2008, p. 53). 

 Haualand observed a similar occurrence at the Deaflympics in Rome where 
the alumni of Gallaudet University – the only liberal arts university where the 
syllabus is taught in American Sign Language – came together as a cosmopolitan 
class set apart from other deaf subaltern participants at the event (Haualand in 
Breivik et al., 2002). Their elevated cultural status, empowered with a birthright 
and/or knowledge of the community’s cultural capital, is a means to provide a 
continued legacy of the community’s narrative as well as defining what is 
culturally appropriate for the community and what is not. It seems that the 
cosmopolitan/Cultural Crown status is a combination of two elements: firstly, a 
birthright; and, secondly, an earned status through engagement in Deaf Studies 
and meaningful contributions to the Deaf community. 

The first group of data included photography as a means to identify some 
cultural ideas which come from the community and are selected by self-
appointed members of the Cultural Crown within the Deaf community in 
Brighton and Hove. A group of three people were asked to narrow down a series 
of 85 photographs to just 2013 that answer the question, “What is the Deaf 
community?” Their deliberations were recorded and the final selection of 
photographs were chosen as a representation of the cultural values of the 
community in Brighton and Hove. In this chapter, I have taken their 
deliberations and supported them with historical context, community narratives 
and my own commentary; if I use the pronoun, they, the ideas and values come 
from the group and when I use, I, the words are my own. 

In the context of this thesis, the photo elicitation exercise sought to identify 
the cultural markers of the community and to determine which ideas are 
dominant. There are questions to be answered, such as what is distinct to this 
community compared to other cultural identities? Which symbols are accepted 

 
13 In Appendix three, you can view all of the photographs the Cultural Crown group viewed. 85 photographs were 
collated from different sources and the group selected 21 photographs from that list, one more than the target of 20. 
These photographs were used in the survey with 15 photographs representing mainstream services from Brighton 
and Hove city council. 
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and rejected, and how are they explained? To what degree are the cultural 
metaphors a response to oppression or a cultural manifestation of the Deaf self? 

In Chapter Seven, the photographs selected by the Cultural Crown are cross-
checked with other members of the community, which raises questions of 
cultural adherence and loyalty to the established hierarchy. Here, I thought to 
focus on how the cultural character of the Deaf community is realised and 
defended by the Cultural Crown. 

 
 

Discussion on main themes 
 
The existence of a Deaf culture has been an idea that has been entertained 

over decades and different connotations have come to the fore over the years. 
Paddy Ladd was the first cultural studies academic to publish a book on Deaf 
culture. His work reports, mostly, on the evolution of the Deaf cultured self over 
centuries in the UK. While the main historical and contextual contributions to 
Ladd’s book were from examples in the UK, his work inspired a new movement 
in the US and, with other academic contributions, culminated in a website 
offering translations of sections of the book into American Sign Language 
(Deafhood Foundation, n.d.).  

Ladd introduced the concept of Deafhood and described these ideas in two 
ways: firstly, the historical journey of deaf people as a collective group and the 
events of celebration, oppression and resistance; and secondly, the individual 
journey of realisation, given the context of oppression and a response of 
resistance and resurgence, that a deaf person is a sign language person with 
cultural norms and social spaces. In short, the Deaf self is a state of being as well 
as an act of becoming. Ladd described people in the early stages of becoming as 
“subalterns”, who are without power and with no hope or position to gain that 
authority. Instead, we, as a community, have realised that the Deaf self is 
contextualised by the definitions passed down from the Other; it was hard to 
determine what was native to the community and what was externally tainted. 
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Subalterns, much in the way of the medicalised definitions of deafness and the 
authority of Foucault’s medical gaze, had a difficult task to decipher what 
belonged to the oppressors and what belong to deaf people culturally. Ladd’s 
book, Understanding Deaf Culture (2003), encapsulates that discourse and 
provides an alternative. 

A criticism of Understanding Deaf Culture is that the narrative relies heavily on 
class structures. As we continue through this thesis, I have found the definitions 
of class too presumptive for a minority community that is largely excluded from 
class structures. Rather than draw definite links between the two, I perceive the 
data I have collected do not indicate the performances of the Deaf community are 
directly attributed to the British class system. I have found this assumption 
reductionist and questionable because, where there is a class structure present, 
the Deaf community would have fragmented and yet it holds together. I feel 
there is an alternative model to suggest instead of Ladd’s presupposition, such as 
the Cultural Crown itself upholding the structure of this community and 
defining where the boundaries lie. 

In application to the Deaf community, the Cultural Crown was first 
mentioned in Ladd (2008), when he drew out a difference in the interpretations 
of Deafhood in the UK and US: 

… it appears that if in the United States one is born to a Deaf family, one inherits 
a “Cultural Crown.” In the UK the same offspring still have to earn their cultural 
capital by working hard to serve the Deaf (club) community. Again, these can be 
read as different types of Deafhood – the latter being focussed on the idea of 
individuals having to work to achieve their Deafhood, and the former almost 
seeing Deafhood as an inscribed status. (Ladd in Bauman, 2008, p. 53) 

Ladd was attempting to absorb a narrative from the US together with the 
debates around cultural ownership, which are more profound in the US 
compared to the UK. In a historical context, the US was the only country that 
rejected oralism as a preferred method of education and has an academic 
institution, Gallaudet University, that provides higher education in American 
Sign Language, which has become a bastion for the political Deaf identity. While 
the deaf subaltern is a concept that is understood in the US, the authority of the 
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Cultural Crown is more visible and accepted. Krentz suggests this authority is 
waning: 

One can easily think of Deaf families that have special cachet in the community, 
including Bragg, Hlibok, Holcomb, Rosen, and Bravin. Yet because less than five 
percent of deaf people have two deaf parents (Mitchell and Karchmer 157) and 
because most deaf children now attend schools alongside hearing children, this 
definition of Deaf describes only a tiny fraction of the current community of deaf 
signers. (Krentz, 2009, p. 118) 

For the purposes of this investigation, I wanted to identify the extent to which 
the Cultural Crown determines the cultural permutations of the collective group 
of deaf people, and whether people conform more or less to the Cultural Crown. 

 
Members of the Cultural Crown 
The members of the Cultural Crown are individuals that I have selected and 

who are particularly active in the Deaf community in the city of Brighton and 
Hove or in the county of Sussex. All three attended a residential school for deaf 
children and used BSL in their homes as their first language or in an educational 
environment. One person was born to a Deaf family, whereas another has a deaf 
brother. Only one person was without a deaf relative but is particularly active in 
the community and often represents the community in local civic and political 
events. This group represents individuals who were born into the community 
and/or have worked to gain their position within the community. This 
corresponds with Ladd’s observations that deaf children born to deaf parents 
have to earn their positions within the community. 

Even though I was in the room with the three individuals, I removed myself 
from the conversation and I explained why this was the case. My interjections 
were only to clarify the aim of the exercise, and I drew attention to one 
photograph as an example of material culture that they wanted to identify, 
which they discussed. I have a professional, and in some cases personal, 
relationship with all three of them; therefore, my presence did not hamper the 
conversation but may have influenced their deliberations at specific occasions. In 
one example, all three members knew of my work and the HEFCE-funded 



 

   
 

119 
project titled Our Space, which had resulted with a monthly meeting of social 
learning over a five-year period. All three have been engaged with this work in 
some form or other.  

 

 
Fig. 11: Our Space 

Our Space, instigated by a photo that was included for consideration, was 
discussed and raised three times but one person immediately changed the focus 
to other photographs. While this was being discussed, I decided not to interject 
or question their decision or motive to allow the group to own the final selection 
of photographs. Furthermore, I was unsure if an event could be perceived as 
cultural, when other ideas were more prevalent, and the respondent was 
intentionally and purposefully leaving me out of this decision-making process. 

Within the group, there was a sense of hierarchy, whereby the comments 
from two respondents had more weight than the individual who was not from a 
Deaf family. The deliberations were mostly directed between two members of 
the group, and while the third person was allowed to interject at specific 
moments to offer an alternative position, he could not lead the conversation. This 
observation suggests that the Cultural Crown, even if it is earned in the UK, has 
more weight if the individual was raised in a Deaf family; other parties had to 
give way. Furthermore, the more vocal member of the group is an actor and 
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artist, who has actively engaged with developing cultural events locally, 
nationally and internationally; the other two do not have the same status. 

Through the group’s deliberations, there were questions about whether a 
photograph representing the community should include people, or Deaf 
celebrities, and what they would represent. Discussing different potential names 
raised questions about celebrity and whether their fame was known to most 
members of the community. As a result, it was decided that no individuals 
would be selected. This conversation relates to ideas on the solidarity of this 
community and how we all are working towards the same aim, the survival of 
BSL and the Deaf self; as such, celebrity status diverged from these values. 

The following sections review the photographs that were in the final selection 
from the Cultural Crown group and attempts to present the context of the 
photographs and draw out their cultural meanings. They are grouped into four 
sections:  

1. Past and present locations 
2. Material culture and visual metaphors 
3. Relationships and services 
4. Organisations and online locations 
These sections are not presented in any order of importance, rather in the 

order that the Cultural Crown group discussed them. 
 
 

Past and Present Locations 
 

The group discussed, debated and agreed upon the importance of specific 
locations to the Deaf community, and their corresponding buildings. Their 
discussions focused on different reasons as to why certain locations and 
buildings are important to the community but these reasons were not always 
positive; some buildings were included for their notoriety. The consequence of 
these memories, associated with buildings, could produce a positive outcome 
such as moments of resistance, resilience in a collective or defiance against their 
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oppressors. The buildings, as cultural symbols, can represents both positive and 
negative responses, depending on which narrative an individual may refer to; 
the Cultural Crown believed this conversation and ambiguity to be part of the 
grand narrative within the Deaf community. 

 
Hamilton Lodge School 

 
Fig. 12: Hamilton Lodge School (Every effort has been made to trace the 

copyright owners of this image). 
The school, established in 1946, was in direct response to the 1944 Education 

Act and the creation of new schools for the ‘partial hearing.’ Prior to the war, at a 
time when government-led budgets were non-existent and schools for deaf 
children were mostly privately funded, there were two movements of education, 
the ‘pure oral method’ and the ‘combined method’ (Heward & Lloyd-Smith, 

1990). The passing of the Act coincided with the development of hearing 
technology and the first hearing aids were rolled out in 1952 (date indicated by 
someone who received a hearing aid at this time), due largely to the campaigns 
of the National Institute of the Deaf (now called Royal National Institute for Deaf 
People (RNID)) in 1948 (Ross, Cathcart & Lyon, 2011, p. 95). The Act brought all 
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special education needs under government control through grants that were 
allocated to schools annually, but the result of this change restricted their 
freedoms to teach as they please. Hamilton Lodge School was one of the two 
schools established in the vicinity of Brighton and Hove14 as schools for partial 
hearing children, which used the pure oral method. 

The selected photograph is a picture of the second house purchased in 
Walpole Road (number 9) situated in Kemptown, Brighton, and very close to the 
site of the original Brighton and Hove Institute for the Deaf and Dumb (1841 - 
1940), although the two institutions are not related. In the top left-hand corner of 
the picture above is a mosaic of the school’s logo, which still exists today, and the 
original can still be viewed in the school. Of the list of possible buildings, this 
was the first location selected by the Cultural Crown group. They immediately 
gave importance to educational institutions because of their legacies in the UK 
and, in particular, of how education brought isolated deaf children together into 
one location. This is not to say that the individual perceptions of schools are 
always positive but rather the fact that education, regardless of its ideology and 
teaching regime, was a marked memory in time and space. 

Currently, Hamilton Lodge School is a school that champions education 
through BSL and teaches a range of subjects related to Deaf lives and strategies 
of living as a deaf person. They have adopted the curriculum of Deaf Studies 
developed by the Frank Barnes School in London, which provides deaf children 
with the language and cultural skills required by a Deaf adult (Anglin-Jaffe, 
2015). In the 1980s, Hamilton Lodge School was the first school to employ a male 
deaf Teacher of the Deaf 15, although deaf teachers had existed in the nineteenth 

 
14 The other school was Ovingdean Hall School, which was established in 1948, and 

included children from the Brighton Institute for the Deaf and Dumb (est. 1841), which had a 
long history of education through the combined method (Children’s Home website, n.d.). 
During the war, the school was moved out of the town to a nearby farm in Wivlesfield. After 
the war, the signing children were moved to Margate, a well-known school for children who 
could sign, and the oral children were moved to Ovingdean Hall to study through the Pure Oral 
Method; this is how a signing school became an oral school (Ovingdean Hall Foundation, n.d.). 
15 One of the events I helped to organised, ‘a night in the museum of sign language’ (17th 
September 2014), was hosted at the Brighton Museum and it included an exhibition of pictures 
created by John Wheeler. Sarah Playforth hosted the table at the exhibition after conversation 
with John Wheeler’s wife, and shared his work and life achievements. 
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and earlier parts of the twentieth century before they were removed. The journey 
of transition in education was cyclical, divisive and sometimes extreme. 

The King and Queen pub 

 
Fig. 13: The King and Queen pub (Every effort has been made to trace the 

copyright owners of this image). 

The King and Queen pub is situated on Grand Parade and Valley Gardens 
close to Brighton Dome in the south and North Laines in the north. Its 
architecture is mock-Tudor with dark wood encased throughout the property. It 
was built in 1931 as a reminiscence of the past during interwar years and the 
effigies on the gables represent Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. This dark and 
uninviting pub was only chosen because it was large enough to cater for 300 
people. 

The Deaf pub, as an alternative to the Deaf club, was classed as a movement 
led by the ‘pub rebels’, as defined by Ladd in a section titled ‘subaltern rebels 
and Deafhood’ (Ladd, 2003, pp. 369–400). At a time when education was led by 
the Anglican Church, they appointed missioners to provide services to the local 
community. The missioners were often hearing and took on the responsibility to 
guide their ‘deaf flock’ according to the beliefs of the church. There were tensions 
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when individuals wanted to challenge the authority of the missioner, which 
resulted in conflicts between the loyalists and the rebels. 

The Cultural Crown group recognised this significance of the Deaf pub, 
which were further accentuated by the rainbow flag in the photograph. This is 
not to say that the pub only caters for the LGBTQ+ community, as the pub 
hoisted the flag temporarily and in support of Brighton Pride. The combination 
of the pub hosting the rebels and flying the LGBTQ+ flag doubles up the 
emphasis of rebel-hood in this photograph. Rebels, as defined by Ladd, referred 
to people who rejected colonisation of deaf people in schools and Deaf clubs, by 
oralist educators and missioners respectively, and found respite in local pubs to 
discuss their contempt for those in authority as well as deaf people who 
conformed to their hegemony. 

The meet takes place every two months and deaf people from across London 
and the SE of England who used sign language travel to this venue. The event 
was first established by Robbie Jones, a local deaf man, but it continued long 
after he gave up responsibility for the planning. The regular meet can attract up 
to 300 people, most of them young, and they often meet in groups of deaf people 
who attended the same school. The South East has hosted a large number of 
schools in the vicinity, some of which are open and some now closed; the King 
and Queen pub became a focal point for sharing information and news related to 
schools, reunion events and ex-pupils. 

Similarly, Sussex Deaf Association exemplifies the missioner and Deaf 
community relationship with an ongoing discourse between the missioner, the 
loyalists to the mission and the pub rebels. This relationship between the King 
and Queen pub (and any other pub that existed before this one) and the Deaf 
club at SDA is typical of the discussion described by Ladd (2003, pp. 391–392). 
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Sussex Diocese Association of the Deaf (Sussex Deaf Association) and Brighton Deaf 

Club 

 
Fig. 14: Sussex Deaf Association/Brighton Deaf Club 

 

 
Fig. 15: Three locations of Sussex Deaf Association/Brighton Deaf Club 

The Sussex Deaf Association building is located on Carlton Hill, just north of 
Kemptown, amongst rows of multicoloured terrace homes. The building, when it 
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was open, had a large blue sign with the name of the organisation, which was at 
the front and close to the gates. It was not the first location of the association (est. 
1912) as it was previously located at Dyke Road from 1912, and St Stephen’s 
Church in the Montpelier area from 1949, where it remained until the Bishop of 
Chichester’s Diocese Association for the Deaf and Dumb was moved to Carlton 
Hill in 1982 into the building in the photograph. Its final location was situated at 
the Valley Social Centre on Whitehawk Way before it closed in 2018 (Charity 
Choice, n.d.). 

The Cultural Crown recognised the significance of this venue although they 
have often challenged the non-deaf members of staff at the association for their 
lack of adherence to professional standards, including the levels of care, quality 
of BSL, cultural authenticity, and the perpetuation of a relationship of 
dependency between the non-deaf staff members and their clients. The 
association offered a range of services including personal assistance provision, 
training, taster activities, annual events and popular activities such as celebratory 
dinners and bingo. Ladd described these spaces in line with ‘working men’s 
clubs’, such as the Conservative, Labour and Liberal clubs as a home for the local 
community to socialise in and organise activities. At the time of closure, it was 
reported that the SDA had a total number of 80 members across Sussex, which 
marked the decline of the association and the corresponding club. 

In contrast, the group questioned the importance of this photograph as it was 
the third of four buildings associated with the club over time: why is it this 
building that warrants a picture? They felt it was important to remember the 
community’s history and how deaf people lived as well as the importance of 
buildings in the community’s memories, in the same way as the Brighton 
Institution for the Deaf and Dumb or Hamilton Lodge School. There was a 
discussion about whether it was the buildings themselves that were essential to 
the community’s identity or the people and events that took place inside them. 

The money gained from the sale of the building in Carlton Hill, which came to 
roughly £500,000, was used to keep the association operating but the lack of 
funding from local government forced its closure. The assets were then moved to 
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Royal National Institute for Deaf People, an organisation that historically 
represents medical and technological solutions to deafness rather than the 
support of the Deaf community. 

 
Dottie’s Cafe 

 
Fig. 16: Dottie’s Cafe 

Dottie’s Cafe is situated in Sheepcote Park, a place popular with dog walkers 
and ramblers as well as a nearby Caravan Club site. The pavilion-style building 
is predominately a cafe with some rooms for other activities. At the time of photo 
collation, this cafe was run by a small company led by a hearing person, with 
some signing skills, that placed sign language at the heart of its provision, but 
there were contentions; there were questions whether this space was created 
with Deaf people in mind or as a means for Others to capitalise on a Deaf market. 
The hearing owners reported to the Argus newspaper that the cafe was “the first 
of its kind”, which was not true. It is unclear whether this is a comment from the 
source of the article or whether just a case of poor journalism. 



 

   
 

128 
[Dottie’s] café, staffed almost exclusively with deaf people, has opened as the 
first of its kind in the country. (Argus newspaper, 17 September 2016) 

These questions draw similarities with the pink pound (Hughes, 1997) and 
the authenticity of venues loyal to the community and its cultural values. The 
Cultural Crown selected this location as one of ambiguity in order to see if the 
community shares their concerns. Despite this reservation, they identified the 
concept of a ‘signing cafe’ as genuine and significant. 

Since the photo elicitation exercise, the caterers in the cafe, who were 
themselves deaf, had moved to an alternative site and ceased their relationship 
with Dottie’s Cafe; they are now set up in Hassocks, in a cafe near to the station. 
The resounding difference is that Dottie’s Cafe was marked as a ‘cafe for sign 
language users’, which made little economic sense. At the time, I wrote a 
commentary and raised the question of whether the model was self-sufficient 
when it is only reliant on one type of business (Facebook, 8 September 2016). The 
cafe in Hassocks, Talking Hands Cafe, listened to my commentary and set up a 
business, a sign language cafe, for a wider market. 

These four pictures of locations had significant importance to the Cultural 
Crown group due to their messages and historical importance. The group was 
well aware of the ambiguities of these places and a diversity of opinions between 
loyalists and rebels, hearing innovators and deaf innovators, and those educated 
in residential schools for deaf children and those who were not. While Ladd’s 
work was not mentioned in the deliberations, his ideas were part of their living 
memory, because his ideas came from different Deaf communities with similar 
narratives. Some members of the group may not have read In Search of Deafhood 
because the English in the text was far too complex to understand but they have 
understood ideas through other conversations such as feminism, Queer theory, 
the Jewish diaspora, challenging racism and celebrating ethnic diversity; all of 
these intersectional identities were present in the Cultural Crown group. 
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Material culture and visual metaphors 

 
In this section, the materiality of culture is evidenced through the members of 

the Deaf community and the possession of specific objects with a selection of 
artefacts being discussed. In my introduction to the Cultural Crown group, I 
wanted to support them with a range of possibilities, including objects, but they 
struggled to identify material culture; however, they did so unconsciously. 

 
An artefact 

 
Fig. 17: An artefact with a candle in the middle 

This photo was the first selection from the range of photos on offer. There was 
an immediate agreement amongst the group that this photo should be in the final 
selection.  

[The object with the candle] represents how we see ourselves as a group. 
(Monique) 
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This quote referred to the importance of ‘seeing’ rather than ‘being’ as well as 

a ‘group’ rather than a ‘community.’ The group identified with the object 
instantaneously and without discussion, even though I didn’t mention that the 
photograph was shared with me by a friend who is a pioneer in the 
establishment of several important organisations that represented deaf people in 
different contexts. It was my first inkling that the perceptions of togetherness 
might be mutual but the interpretations could be different. To unpack this image 
further, there is a uniformity of togetherness with faces all looking at one 
another, the arms are interlocked orderly and without diversion. The statuettes 
circle the centre which is occupied by a candle, not a thin or cheap candle, but a 
solid candle that would not be out of place in a site of worship. It suggests strong 
ideas of uniformity and sameness, and a criticism of liberalism and diversity as 
opposed, to an extent, to socialism and conformity. 

There is a deaf cultural reference represented by the candle, which is part of a 
wider narrative about light. In contrast to non-deaf people who perceive 
darkness and twilight as contemptuous and romantic, deaf people consider light 
as a site of communication. In Chapter two, I describe how the metaphor of 
‘under the lamppost’ has lasted through history as a cultural marker. 

Similarly, the circle has a cultural reference related to how deaf people need 
to see each other for communicative purpose. If there is a choice between a 
rectangular table or a circular table, the round one is preferred. It is the ultimate 
positioning where all members of the group can view one another equally. This 
corresponds with ideas of equality, mutual benefit, and symbiosis. 
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 BSL Charter 

 
Fig. 18: BSL Charter 

The British Deaf Association, a national organisation representing the needs 
of deaf sign language users, established a charter for the purposes of local 
government agencies to adopt as a benchmark of standards. The Charter was 
formed as a consequence of the recognition of BSL on 18 March 2003 and Bristol 
City Council was the first city to adopt the charter in 2004. Other cities and 
counties have adopted it (Batterbury, 2014) including Devon (2006), Derby 
(2013), Leicestershire (2014), Nottingham and Nottinghamshire (2014), 
Derbyshire (2014), and Bridgend (2014). In 2017, the BSL charter was adopted by 
Brighton and Hove City Council (Brighton and Hove City Council, 2017a) as a 
consequence of their consultation exercise with marginalised communities and 
agreed to the following pledges: 

• Consult formally and informally with the local Deaf community on a 
regular basis 

• Promote learning and high-quality teaching of BSL 



 

   
 

132 

• Support deaf children and families 
Additionally, the council committed to working towards two further pledges 
to: 

• Ensure access for deaf people to information and services 

• Ensure staff working with deaf people can communicate effectively using 
British Sign Language (Brighton and Hove City Council, 2017a) 

The photo includes a young person who was a student at Hamilton Lodge 
School (Brighton and Hove City Council, 2017b) and the Cultural Crown group 
felt this echoed the importance of this event, a commitment to deaf children and 
their future in a world where sign language is used, celebrated and promoted. 
Furthermore, this picture is the only one out of 80 available pictures that 
demonstrated a relationship between the community and wider civic structures. 
It prompted discussions in the group about citizenship, self-representation, as 
well as the authenticity of representation. 
 

The Blue Plaque 

 
Fig. 19: Launch of a blue plaque at the site of the Brighton Institute 
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The revealing of the blue plaque took place in 2010 as part of the Deaf 

Cultural Day, a consequence of the Our Space project, and it revealed a memory 
on the site of the Brighton Institute for the Deaf and Dumb. The building is in 
fact an older people’s home, and the plaque was in memory of the building that 
stood on that site before. It is a place of memory from when teaching through 
sign language was central to deaf children’s education.  

In the 1889 Royal Commission on the Blind and Deaf and Dumb, William 
Sleight defended his institution and described the processes they followed. New 
students would enter the school at the age of seven, once a sponsor had been 
found, and arrived with little or no language. It was the job of the older pupils to 
teach the new arrivals sign language in a natural environment before the hearing 
tutors took over and taught English through fingerspelling, reading and writing 
(HMSO, 1889). The legacy of this blue plaque connects the national campaign 
against colonisation of deaf people caused by the oralist education regimes. 

The blue plaque was unveiled by two deaf people, the last of the pupils who 
had attended the institution when the school had already adopted a two-class 
system: one for the children who were taught using oral/aural approaches; and a 
second class employing sign language. For them, it was a negative experience. 
Regardless, the Cultural Crown signified the importance of this event: 

I understand the value of remembering, but is this ‘the Deaf community’? (Tom)  

Every time I drive past the plaque, I am able to tell another person about the 
legacy of that blue plaque, so it will endure. It is near the current school for deaf 
children in the city, so this presence will be part of their legacies too. That is part 
of community. (Ollie) 

For this group, the visual symbol, a blue plaque, authenticates the narratives 
of the school and its legacies, which can be passed down from generation to 
generation. This blue plaque representing the site of a historical institution is one 
of many but the first and only in the city; other cities with plaques include Leeds, 
Edgbaston, Derby, and Liverpool. 
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A Deaf painting 

 
Fig. 20: Painting by a student at Hamilton Lodge School 

The group recognised this picture as a painting that was created by a student 
at Hamilton Lodge School that won an arts competition at the Deaf Culture Day 
in 2010. The painting represents the handshape for each sign such as the rays of 
sunlight, the blue sea and the multicoloured stone. It was an example of how 
signs can be incorporated into a painting adding layers of narrative about the 
city as a home for sign language. With his permission, the Our Space project then 
used this image to represent some of the culture/arts initiatives. 

Deaf people’s expressions through the arts are commonplace and contribute 
to the conversation about the Deaf self, either directly or by proxy. This adds to 
the disability-led discourse on the divisions between artists who produce work 
that responds to the disability-led discourse and artists who create their own 
discourse about the world influenced by their unique perceptions. Deaf arts 
include an additional perspective whereby the language and cultural values of 
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the community is in itself art. This discourse is not new and can be explored 
through comparisons between Francisco Goya’s Black paintings (1819-1823) and 
Juan Fernández ‘El Mudo’ of Navarrete (c. 1560s-1570s), both deaf and Spanish 
royal painters but Goya lost his hearing in adulthood and recounted his 
depression in the ‘black paintings’ whereas El Mudo used his craft to represent 
hands, position and light to tell a story.  

 

 
Fig. 21: Navarrete’s Baptism of Christ (ca. 1567, Museo del Prado, room 49) 
(Every effort has been made to trace the copyright owners of this image). 
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Fig. 22: Goya’s Black Paintings: Dos viejos/Un viejo y un fraile [Two Old Men] (1820-23, 
Museo del Prado) (Every effort has been made to trace the copyright owners of 

this image). 

His deafness was an asset to his work and his visual representations set him 
apart from his peers. Betty G. Miller’s art moment, De’VIA (Deaf View/Image 
Art) was a political response to oppression which culminated in the Deaf 
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President Now campaign (1988) at Gallaudet University and their expressions 
included intrinsic political messages. The movement followed four criteria (Durr, 
2006): 

• representative of Deaf experiences 

• use of specific artistic strategies such as colour contrast and centralised 
focus 

• generally, within the field of visual fine arts and alternative media 

• not exclusive to Deaf artists and not inclusive of all Deaf artists 
De’VIA has now ceased as a movement and much of the work produced is 

curated at the National Technical Institute of the Deaf, a college of the Rochester 
Institute of Technology in New York State. The movement was a contrast 
between the forced cultural assimilation and the response of resistance and 
affirmation to strengthen the oppressed group. It challenged the cultural 
construct of ‘hearingness’, the regime of oralism and the ideas of Alexander 
Graham Bell to eradicate American Sign Language and marriage between deaf 
people for fear of “propagating a deaf race” (Bell, 1884). 
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A classroom in a deaf school with audiological equipment 

 
Fig. 23: Teaching using audiological equipment in the 1970s 

This photograph was taken from the archives of Reginald M. Phillips, a 
philanthropist who invested in deafness-related research from 1968 to 1977 at the 
University of Sussex. The picture was taken at St Thomas School for the Deaf in 
Basingstoke, a primary school which taught through the oral/aural approach. 
The Cultural Crown group wanted to refer to the environment and equipment, 
such as the central system of controls, headphones connected to the system and 
the microphones. The technology and its advances were perceived as material 
culture and in terms of how the equipment shaped and formed the community’s 
relationship to sound, the English language, and the classroom. From one 
interpretation, it symbolises the oppressions of the pure oral education regime 
where children are forced to sit through sessions with hot, vibrating headphones 
and constant glances at the teacher for scornful corrections or gleeful praise. 
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Alternatively, it could be perceived as a moment of attentive learning with the 
hope of acquiring the language of economic independence and civic rights, only 
to realise that the benchmark was higher than they could reach. It is a picture of 
many conversations, some with anger and some with fondness. 

 
Window blinds 

 
Fig. 24: Window blinds 

The Cultural Crown group wanted to identify a metaphor that has been used 
to describe the nature of the Deaf community; in conversation, they suggested a 
‘hand waving’ in unity, in place of clapping. For them, ‘hand waving’ was just a 
way of communicating praise and did not specifically represent a cultural value 
or metaphor. They moved to the idea of a flower that pops up everywhere – 
there is always a place where a deaf person has lived – but the idea was 
dismissed because a picture of a flower would not do the concept justice. The 
group became anxious about whether any pictures would do the concept justice 
if the context is not explicit within the picture, and how much context is too 
much or too little. 
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I reassured the group that pictures can be open to interpretation and people 

will give their own slant on the narrative; if people do not get it, maybe there is 
something we can learn from this. I raised the idea of window blinds as a 
material object that has affiliation to a way of life. A quick-fire set of questions 
around the group resulted in a realisation that we all have blinds in our homes. 
Blinds allow people to see out, control the amount of light and ability to shut our 
vision from the street outside. Curtains and net curtains did not provide the 
same control or the same level of security compared to the functionality of 
blinds. 

The picture of a set of blinds was picked as a quirky feature of a possible 
material culture that ascribes to a cultural norm within the community. This 
reminds me of the census data from 2011 and how deaf people live spread out 
across the city; would this difference of home and community generate a desire 
for a more secure home away from the prying eyes of our deaf neighbours or 
create a means to control how much deaf people can see in or not? 
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Harry Potter as a metaphor 

 
Fig. 25: Harry Potter (Every effort has been made to trace the copyright owners 

of this image). 

From the window blinds, the Cultural Crown group wanted to explore other 
metaphors. At the time of this meeting, an American Deaf celebrity, Nyle Di 
Marco, winner of Dancing with the Stars and American’s Next Top Model, 
published a vlog on comparisons between Harry Potter and the Deaf 
community. The group specifically asked me to add a photograph of Harry 
Potter, which was not in the selection on offer, and in particular of the 
protagonists sitting in the main hall – an image that recalls the Deaf schools’ 
refectories. The 1944 Education Act forced the acquisition of manors and town 
houses for the purpose of educating partially deaf children, and the backdrop of 
large windows, wooden floors and ‘static’ paintings on the walls described their 
environments well. 

Czubek (2005) captured this narrative from the community and drew 
similarities between the pure bloods, half-bloods, and the muggles in the story. 
Deaf children of deaf parents were perceived as pure breeds, muggles were 



 

   
 

142 
hearing, and the half breeds were children of mixed parents or hearing parents. 
Moreover, the different factions within the schools supported different ethoses, 
such as the purist Slytherins and multi-ethnic Gryffindors. This comparison 
bridges the ideas of Lane’s Deaf ethnicity (Lane, 2005) and the discourse on caste 
rather than class. 

 
 

Relationships and services 
 
This section focuses more on the actions that take place within the 

community, which is defined as of merit to the community and its status. Three 
pictures represent action from within the community in the vicinity of Brighton 
and Hove and one picture did not have any correlation to this community but 
describes a desirable action. 
 
 Eye contact with children signing happily 

 
Fig. 26: Eye contact with children signing happily (Every effort has been made to 

trace the copyright owners of this image). 

In the search for potential photographs for the Cultural Crown group to 
deliberate over, I sent a message out to the wider community through Facebook 
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and asked what photographs they thought represented the Deaf community. The 
Cultural Crown group selected this photograph and it was the second photo they 
agreed on. While the image does not represent Brighton and Hove, nor the 
people who live there, it did represent a relationship that was important to the 
group. They remarked on the relationship between supposed students with a 
supposed teacher with many signing freely with a person of authority who 
understood their signs. More importantly, the eye contact between them has a 
deeper meaning of connectedness and solidarity. It has been widely known that 
eye contact is the root of the Deaf-related community, regardless of which 
language one uses, and is often included in deaf awareness and equality training 
packages. 

The photograph was pitched as an alternative to the classroom with 
audiological equipment, where one ties the children to desks and their teacher 
through electrical wires and spoken words, often misunderstood, while the other 
frees the child to communicate openly in space without hinderance and with 
inspiration and curiosity. The ethnic identity of the group brought about another 
conversation about colonisation and the similarities between the colonisation of 
India and of deaf peoples. 

Furthermore, if we envisage a process of decolonisation, is it possible to 
return to the pre-colonised state where sign language is the norm of the deaf 
existence? This photograph represents a utopian existence that might only exist 
in dreams and perhaps provides a sub-narrative that influences the decision-
making processes of deaf peoples. Do we all seek the return of the pre-colonised 
state? 
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Deaf Ball 

 

Fig. 27: 1960s Deaf Ball in 2016 

Celebratory events, such as Deaf Balls, are commonplace throughout the UK. 
They are more prevalent in northern parts of England and an opportunity to 
meet a large group of people in one evening. This event took place at the 
Metropole Hotel in 2016 with the theme of the 1960s. The photo selected by the 
Cultural Crown was my table at the event with my husband sitting on the left-
hand side. We shared a table with local members of the community and finished 
the night with a comedy show by John Smith. 

One of the people in the Cultural Crown group was part of the planning 
team: 

We were totally shocked with the number of people who came to the ball, there 
were 386 people there. (Monique) 

The ball was a major event and set up with the purpose of raising money for 
charitable aims. The evening included sign singing, a raffle and speeches. John 
Smith is a comedian who works across Europe as an entertainer for events; he 
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performs in a smart suit and carries a golden gun, adopting a cheeky James Bond 
persona. His catchphrases include ‘… anyway …’ and ‘it’s NORMAL’, which 
echo the cross-cultural frissons between deaf and hearing people. 

 
Cyclists raising money for Hamilton Lodge School 

 
Fig. 28: Cyclists raising money for charity 

The photo was taken by a volunteer in this investigation who was asked to 
take pictures, in the community, of what was significant to them. I felt it was 
important for the ideas and curiosities of the individuals within the community 
to feed into this discourse. The volunteer was instructed not to take pictures from 
the front in order to provide some anonymity. 

A further discussion took place in the Cultural Crown group about the range 
of interests within the community including cycling, walking, politics, social 
learning, sewing/knitting, sexual health, and so on. The diversity of these groups 
was unleashed from the monopoly of the Deaf clubs, which was where these 
activities would have formerly taken place, and they are now diversified and 
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take place in the wider community. It is still important that these activities are 
organised and led in sign language but are not exclusive to deaf people. 

The group identified the sense of community in this photograph that is linked 
to health, wellbeing, raising money for charity, sharing new experiences, and 
engaging in a conversation about taking action to support the community. They 
defined this activity as for people of similar interests, which might not be a core 
activity of the community. Communities have been broken down into three sub-
groups: community of place, of interest and of identity (National Research 
Council, 2002). At first glance, it would be easy to assume this activity is a 
‘community of interest’ but the participants are also part of a community with a 
shared language and culture and that uses shared spaces. I would still claim that 
this activity is part of a ‘community of identity’ because they share the same 
sense of self, but what they do can be diversified into multiple communities of 
interests. 

Lastly, there is a state of philanthropy and a willingness to go beyond what is 
expected for the benefit of the community, which in turn will further the aims of 
the community itself. Hamilton Lodge School has understood this relationship 
and has, in recent years, decided to bring more of the local Deaf community into 
the school’s spaces. For example, an event was organised to discuss sexual health 
amongst men, which allowed both older deaf men and deaf college students to 
share conversations about their understanding and questions on the subject; the 
depth of social learning and community cohesion was a successful outcome and 
an example of many encounters at the school. 
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The protest and the signing policeman 

 
Fig. 29: Police signing to protestors at the BSL March in 2001 

From 1998 to 2001, the Federation of Deaf People (FDP) launched a campaign 
for the recognition of British Sign Language following the second resolution from 
the European Union (Timmermans, 2005) and the protection of engagements 
with the Deaf community and related services (e.g., sign language interpreting). 
The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) was still in its infancy and open to 
interpretation whether access through an interpreter would be guaranteed, the 
EU resolution clarified this point in the 1998 resolution when it stated “calls on 
the Commission to make a proposal to the Council concerning official 
recognition of the sign language used by deaf people in each Member State” 
(European Union, 1998, p. 77). 

On 21 April 2001, the BSL marches were brought down to Brighton and we 
marched for the recognition of our language. The march started at the Angel 
Statue, through the Clock Tower and North Street, and finished at the Level, 
with speeches from local leaders, Doug Alker (FDP) and local political parties. 
The consequence of this event brought about the establishment of the Deaf 
Equality and Access Forum (2001-2004) and then the Our Space meetings (2008-
2014), and our engagement with local council and healthcare services. 
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The photograph captures a conversation between a protester and police 

officers; this happened in the middle of the main artery road from Grand Parade 
to London Road, and outside the King and Queen pub. A police officer 
approached the protesters and asked a young man, from a splinter group ‘Deaf 
Liberation Front’, to move; he responded, “I will move when you can sign.” The 
police officer understood the young person was unlikely to move and radioed to 
ask for the support of a colleague. PC Grant McKee arrived at the scene and 
approached the same young person and asked again if he could move, this time 
in BSL. Tom ‘Tomato’ Lichy was amazed that Sussex Police had cleverly selected 
a police officer with the ability to sign for this event, and he politely moved to the 
side of the road. In my conversation with that person at the time, he 
congratulated Sussex Police for their forward thinking and ability to respond 
with full appreciation of the situation we were in. Other areas in the UK were not 
so lucky, especially the Wolverhampton Six, who were arrested aggressively for 
their resistance and charged with political unrest (BDA, 18 September 2015). 
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 Volunteers at the Deaf Culture Day 

 
Fig. 30: Volunteers at the Deaf Culture Day 

The Deaf Culture Day was an event organised by Gavin Lilley, a project 
officer for the Our Space project, which I led from 2008 to 2012 (University of 
Brighton, 2010). The project was focused on the range of spaces that could 
facilitate health and wellbeing. The Department of Health report, entitled 
Towards Equity and Access (Department of Health, 2005), stated that 40 percent 
of deaf people had experienced an incident of mental health problems at some 
point in their lifetime, compared to 25 percent of the UK population as a whole. 
The project focused on the creation of new spaces that could facilitate improved 
health and wellbeing within the Deaf community itself. One of these spaces was 
the Deaf Culture Day, which was a well-attended event that brought together the 
arts and local services with local and national deaf-led businesses. 

There were four volunteers in this photograph: one is deaf and three are 
hearing, who were also sign language interpreters by profession; three of them 
are children of deaf adults. The deaf person is a retired deaf interpreter and 
counsellor with a long career of engagement in spaces within the community. 
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This picture was accepted by the group because it represented a commitment to 
community spaces whether the person is deaf or non-deaf; the act of giving to 
the community was more important. Furthermore, the sense of uniformity in 
their clothes, their appearance and investment in the event was an additional 
element in favour of the picture’s selection. 

 
 

Organisations and Online Locations 
 
The Cultural Crown group were provided with different screen shots of 

online locations and local or national organisations that provide services to the 
area. The group were aware that online presence is a contemporary 
phenomenon, whereby human interaction is migrating to a virtual existence. 
 

Sussex Deaf Association website 

 
Fig. 31: Sussex Deaf Association website 
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The screenshot represents the local charity representing deaf people, which 

has since ceased to exist. It is the second mention of this organisation and the 
context of this charity is described elsewhere. The Cultural Crown group had 
reservations: 

We don’t want [SDA] there but people in the Deaf community will feel they are 
important. (Monique) 

In all the time I have lived here, I never knew SDA had a website: most 
communication is through word of mouth, I was never actually told that SDA 
had a website [so does it mean anything to the community?] (Ollie) 

It is not Deaf friendly. All in English, not Deaf friendly. (Tom) 

The group was vitriolic about the charity’s online presence and how devoided 
of sign language it was, every single page was in written English. This was a 
major criticism from the group because SDA was supposed to be the leading 
organisation representing sign language users in the city and county. This 
criticism of the charity, in particular, has continued through the 25 years I have 
lived in Brighton and Hove, and was not new to me. However, the Cultural 
Crown group were quick to recognise that there are deaf people who have an 
affiliation with the charity and may give this charity more credit than they 
would. In recognition, they wanted to make sure it was one of the pictures in the 
survey and suggested that the respondents to the survey could decide its 
prevalence. 

Later on in the discussion, it was recognised that all three groups, who 
provide Deaf-centric services to members of the Deaf community should be 
included in the final selection: namely, Sussex Deaf Association, Deaf Cultural 
Outreach Group and Action on Hearing Loss. 
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Deaf Opinions Facebook group 

 
Fig. 32: Deaf Opinions Facebook group 

Deaf Opinions is a social media group where video-based communication is 
at the heart of its interaction; all videos posted onto the site must be in BSL, and 
English is only allowed for comments below each posting. The sign for BSL 
Opinions is an expression of ‘help each other’; the intention of this group is not 
so much about free expressions of thoughts but the sharing of ideas for the 
benefit of all. 

The Facebook group is now closed and many, at the time of writing this 
thesis, have moved to an alternative group, Deafland. The name suggests 
another symbolic representation of the Deaf existence as a place where only BSL 
is used. This concept is aligned with earlier conversations on dreams of Deaf 
utopias and how deaf people re-create their imaginations through the design of 
spaces they can occupy (Gulliver, 2009). 
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The conversations in this Facebook group included solutions for cleaning, 

cooking recipes, arts and crafts, advice about technology or use of systems, 
questions about ideas, and so on. The woman pictured in the photograph is 
Angela Woodford, a keen contributor on arts and crafts activities. 

 
What’s On in Deaf Sussex Facebook page 

 
Fig. 33: What’s On in Deaf Sussex Facebook page 

What’s On in Deaf Sussex functions as a noticeboard for different events of 
interest to the local community. It was set up by Penny Pearce, a local fitness 
trainer who provides local services to deaf people, and has continued 
successfully over the years. A multitude of communities of interests are often 
advertised here and the group has 1,215 members at the time of the completion 
of this thesis. The model has been replicated in other areas including Surrey, 
Kent and Hampshire. 
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 Deaf Cultural Outreach Group (DeafCOG) 

 
Fig. 34: Deaf Cultural Outreach Group website 

DeafCOG is a local social enterprise, which has a principal focus on providing 
Deaf-related services to East Sussex with some services in Brighton and Hove. 
All members of the Cultural Crown group have had a relationship with the 
group in some form; one was a director of the enterprise. 

Their services include representation of the community to local government, 
facilitating consultations, organising events for the local community such as arts 
and crafts or historical walks, and the Our Space meetings. DeafCOG was 
established as a counterpoint to SDA and RNID and places signing deaf people 
at the heart of its services who intend to become service providers themselves. 
There is a general misperception that hearing people should provide a service of 
‘care’ for deaf people, which always places deaf people at the point of need and 
support. DeafCOG wished to alter this perspective and support the idea of deaf 
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or sign-language persons at the point of care due to language parity and cultural 
familiarity. 

There were some latent conflicts and feelings in the room that were left 
unspoken for the benefit of the exercise, the solution was to include all 
organisations and allow the community to express their own views and 
preferences. While other websites were criticised for the lack of content in BSL, 
this website had a large seagull on the front page – the nature of the group 
already places sign language at the heart of its services, and the group excused 
the lack of visible content in BSL. 

 
Action on Hearing Loss website 

 
Fig. 35: Action on Hearing Loss website 

Action on Hearing Loss, which has now returned to its original title the Royal 
National Institute for Deaf People (RNID), had changed its name to re-position 
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itself as a charity for the prevention of hearing loss. RNID is a major charity in 
the UK and has a budget of over £40m (according to its 2020 annual report), as 
well as local service provision of two care homes for deaf people with additional 
disabilities.  

Since its inception, RNID was a charity focused on professional services for 
deaf people and represented the doctors, interpreters, care workers, and other 
professional staff. The campaign for the first hearing aids for deaf children was 
launched by the National Institute for the Deaf in 1948, and recent campaigns 
have raised funds for developing other interventions or a cure for deafness. 
While the Cultural Crown group does not deny the importance of improving the 
lives of deaf people, the sponsored activities in genetics raises concerns of ethics 
and of the push toward eugenics. One of the people who raised these concerns 
was Steve Emery, originally from Brighton and Hove, and the ongoing 
conversation on “the right to live” (Emery et al., 2010, p. 7). 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
The Cultural Crown is a group of people with self-claimed or elected 

positions of authority over the cultural representations of the community. The 
qualifications of this position are dependent on their birthright, their fluency in 
BSL, their efforts within the community as a structure of support, their depth of 
knowledge of Deaf history and the past cultural representations as well as a 
contemporary awareness of local, national and wider discourses of deaf/sign 
language people as a lived experience. Unlike other cultural groups, status is 
only afforded to 10 percent of the deaf sign-language user population who have 
at least one deaf parent, and there are more candidates for this position if they 
share a similar educational journey. This criteria for candidature could be 
questioned in the future because more deaf children are now educated in 
mainstream schools. In contrast, the main deaf academics publishing on topics 
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related to ethnography and anthropology, including Kusters, O’Brien, Emery, 
and Ladd, would actually not be candidates for the Cultural Crown. 

Three people were selected to undertake the task of reducing 85 photographs 
to about 20 in order to answer the question ‘what is the Deaf community?’ which 
was symbolised by the locations of memories, material culture and related 
metaphors, relationships between people, and the main organisations and their 
online presence. The final 21 photographs were shortlisted as examples of culture 
from the perspective of this group as well as potential representations due to the 
group’s knowledge of the ambiguities present in the community. They allowed 
for this diversity to enable the community to find their own way to resolve 
current conceptual conflicts. 

The groupings of different representations of the community were derived 
from the final selected list of photographs, and many widely shared ideas were 
missed, such as the representations of the hand, the Deaf international flag, the 
physicalness of our identity, and the plurality and intersectionality of our 
identities. The Cultural Crown group started from the position of the Deaf 
community as a singular sense of self as a static point but they were aware of 
different possibilities of contentions. In the context of more-than representational 
thought, the group represented the ‘scaffold’ of the community irrespective of 
the location(s) and instead focused on a series of movements and relationships, 
which were governed by the body’s fluidity and markedness. Deafness results in 
a ‘differently shaped body’ that interacts with the world in slightly different 
ways compared to non-deaf people, but the difference is also a liberator as sign 
language presents an opportunity to move from the experiences of limitation and 
towards opportunities of possibilities. Against grand narratives on deafness as 
an impaired body, the community is a liberating space in comparison that 
provides deaf people with access to different discourses, and with an 
opportunity for diversification into different communities of interests, and 
navigation through different locations, organisations and community-led 
activities. The members of the Cultural Crown are the actors of the networks and 
form, communicate and maintain the sign language person’s habitus. 
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However, the community imagines ideas of unity and solidarity through its 

conversations and symbols, which are circular, in the light, bonded, similar; these 
images are reassuring while also met with conflict from those who protest 
against the empowered few. The conflict, I perceive, does not originate from the 
community itself but rather from external influences, such as religion and the 
missioners, hearing educators and their ideologies of colonialism and imposed 
divisions of class, the technological revolutions that tie the child down while 
dreaming of the possibility of linguistic freedom. Some of these colonial ideas 
filter down to the core self of the Deaf community to the point that it is difficult 
to determine what is us and what is them. The pre-colonial state, a Deaf village 
similar to Martha’s Vineyard (Groce, 1985), where sign language unifies a 
community of deaf and hearing people, is a utopian dream (Kusters, 2010) that is 
impossible to imagine in today’s world but that small effort is often praised. 

The Cultural Crown are the champions of the sign language person, within 
the marked limitations of the Deaf self, in order to discover their own home as a 
diaspora. The question remains whether the community at large share these 
narratives, these dreams, and moves in a similar direction, which will be 
explored in the consequent chapters. 
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Chapter Six: Visualising the Deaf Community 
 

Introduction 
 
In this chapter, the visualisation of the Deaf community is represented by 

sketch maps as well as one-to-one interviews with six individuals, who self-
proclaim as ‘members of the Deaf community.’ I use the term ‘visualisation’, as 
opposed to conceptualisation, because deaf people visualise ideas in the context 
of their own language, a visual, manual language: BSL. This chapter reports on 
and discusses the findings and explores their theoretical and conceptual 
consequences. The first section explores how the city itself is perceived and how 
actions or behaviours are associated with activities within or outside the city. As 
a consequence, the individuals move from location to location and perception of 
nearness and proximity may or may not govern the extent of one’s community or 
one’s perception of it. The social, sexual and economic aspects of the community 
raise a range of discussion points that enable us to understand how differences 
and similarities between deaf individuals are navigated through day-to-day 
actions. I introduce the term ’sphere of reach’ to demonstrate how a singular 
community can be both in the vicinity of one’s neighbourhood as well as 
regional, national and international networks or other locations that can be 
described as a ‘home.’ The sphere of reach depends on the individual’s ability to 
use language and cultural knowledge, such as regional signs or other signed 
languages, to exceed beyond their direct community. 

For this investigation, the relationship between the body and urban landscape 
is represented through the actions of individuals that constitute an identity in a 
community, or perhaps a sense of community (Sarason, 1974; Wylie, 2005). This 
investigation focuses primarily on the actions of individuals that manifest from 
the group actions of a community, but community itself is a perception as well as 
a physical reality. Epistemologically, the community is posited as a manifestation 
of shared actions, a human geographical construct, as well as a 
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psychogeographical manifestation of political, civic and democratic aims (Biesta 
& Cowell, 2012; Debord, 1981). Conceptually, this discussion raises questions 
about how a community is realised: is it solely through the actions of individuals, 
or through the shared sense of doing, being, belonging and becoming (Wilcock, 
1999), or is it a psychogeographical construct derived from the shared narratives 
and expressions specific to the language of this group? The two ideas may not be 
dichotomous but related in a sense that the intention of an utterance, in any 
language, is to will oneself upon another person for a desired outcome. The 
collective perception is a consequence of a set of cultural norms where 
metaphors, expressions and grand narratives are used to invoke a desired 
behaviour, and impede undesired ones. Speech Act, discussed in Chapter One, 
assumes that all language has an intent for the recipient of the message to act as a 
consequence, which might be to move, to feel, to respond, to remain silent and so 
on. Austin (1962) and Searle (in Motsch, 1980) used the term illocutionary force 
as an intent for a desired outcome as a consequence of the message, which is 
culturally bound. This area of work bridges the psychology of relationship and 
understanding, the culture of metaphorical and implicit expressions, and the 
social ability to know when to use implicit messaging (Acker, 2021). 

As a consequence, I conclude that the actions of congregating as a community 
are not solely a gathering but also a sense of being formed from shared cultural 
constructs that in turn express and impose a will on people who share these 
same constructs; both are equally performative. In my investigation, the 
respondents provided their own manifestations of their own identities within the 
community: the sketch maps provide some ideas about the size and abundance 
of the community from an individual perspective; a sense of the community was 
positioned in a space of othering or in a space the individual inhabits. For the 
purpose of clarity, does an individual ‘visit the Deaf community’ or does one 
‘live in the Deaf community’? The responses received provide a case for both 
psychogeographical constructs because of the intentional interaction with spaces 
shaped towards a specific desire or need. While at the same time, there is a 
subliminal, pre-conscious relationship with space through the emotional 
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relationship with spaces that evoke certain behaviours, often without the 
individual being aware of what they have done. 

 
 

Inside the City, Outside the City 
 
The performance of the Deaf self within the city creates a perception of city 

landscape. Amongst the respondents to this research, there were similarities and 
differences in their responses in how the city is visualised, or perhaps imagined. 
The metaphors of the Cultural Crown and the locations of importance to the 
community inform this section because the respondents were asked to visualise 
how the community functions, from their own position, and reimagine the 
locations in the form of a sketch map. The maps include very little information 
but contain the main landmarks and boundary markings to allow the respondent 
to provide their own specificities in how the community is represented based on 
their own performances within their own community(s). 

 

 
Fig. 36: A sketch map of Brighton and Hove 
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The respondents often reported, quite quickly into the interview, that they felt 
they had a greater or lesser participation in the Deaf community. The social 
construct around how much the self-described felt part of the community, and 
how much they didn’t, was based on how strong their sense of self as a cultural 
deaf person was at the time. The variations of representation were based on their 
positive or negative encounters with other deaf people. They described their 
position as a varying measure, like a temperature gauge, in terms of whether 
they felt warmer or cooler. 

I am taking a step back from the Deaf community at the moment. I don’t feel I 
am a member of the community right now. Do you still want to interview me? 
(Marielle) 16 

I go everywhere and to as many places as I can. I go to Worthing, Eastbourne, 
London, Brighton … it is really good at the moment. (Lulu) 

My response to the former comment was that her contribution is as important 
as any other and that I valued her thoughts. The sketch map she drew reflected 
how small her community was at that moment in time and our conversation led 
to some of the reasons why she felt this way. I will raise some of these issues in a 
later section, but she was in conflict with some individuals, which caused her to 
lose confidence in her peers and her assurance of this community as a place of 
safety. The metaphors of the Deaf community as DEAF DEAF SAME are 
important concepts that describe the ‘heart’ of the community and its cultural 
norms, but the realities are far more complex. It was described by several people 
who felt they had varying degrees of in-ness and out-ness depending on the self-
perceptions, impactful events and the presence of opportunities that met their 
needs or expectations. 

 
 
 

 
16 The respondents in the interviews have been identified by a name, which is either their 

actual name or a pseudonym. The respondent was asked specifically how they wished to be 
identified in the text. The same names have been used in Chapter 8. 
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Small or large community 
The self-perception of the community, by way of a sketch map, is an 

observation on how the self is perceived and performed within the landscape of 
the city. The respondents were asked to reimagine the Deaf community in the 
form of a map from their own perspective and at this point in time. The 
individual mentioned earlier who had reduced their participation in the 
community described some key events that were important to her, which 
addressed her specific needs. 
 

 
Fig. 37: A sketch map from Marielle 

The locations identified were in the centre of the city and in varying colours. 
She identified three activities/events: “Our Space meetings (humain [sic] 
resource) [smiley face], Deaf Sussex (3rd Age) [not sure face] and Deaf Diaspora 
events [ecstatic face].” Marielle was expressing her approval of ‘Our Space’ 
meetings as a place for social learning and ‘Deaf Diaspora’ as a beacon of cultural 
cohesion, but she was critical of the work of SDA. She felt the organisation only 
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focused on people ‘of the 3rd age’, in other words ‘older people’, and she felt 
disenfranchised from their services. The respondent was not in that age group 
and considerably younger and wish that more services were made available for 
deaf people at her own age. 

The sketch map represents one extreme, whereby the smaller sense of 
community is replicated in the map and yet centrally located in a non-specific 
place. The locations of these events have actually taken place in different 
locations across the city, including the Friends Meeting House on Ship Street, the 
Brighthelm Centre on North Road, or the Queens Hotel on the sea front, and 
Deaf Diaspora was located in Lewes Depot in 2019. It was unclear if the 
respondent has remembered the locations at the time and generalised them in 
the ‘centre of the city.’ This is in contrast to the locations presented in the survey, 
which details locations from Worthing to Eastbourne, from central Brighton to 
central London. This represents, for me, a person in a self-enforced exile. 

Meanwhile, a second person identified with the Deaf community as an 
opportunity to participate in the various networks of all kinds. He described how 
he actively participates in all activities and warmly cherishes the opportunities 
that have been provided to him. His participation varied from visits to other 
people’s homes or visits to clubs and events in Brighton and Hove or Sussex 
generally. His sketch map was non-specific, broad, colourful and all 
encompassing. 
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Fig. 38: A sketch map from Lee 

Similar to the previous respondent, the sketch map is devoid of specifics but 
he circled all areas of the city. The green areas represented his walks in the 
countryside, red was related to his work, yellow represented certain activities, 
orange for his fitness activities, and blue for the locations where most events had 
taken place, including his school. He felt every part of the city had specific 
importance to him and no area was out of his jurisdiction. The green arrows 
represented activities that have taken place in the neighbouring Sussex towns 
such as Worthing, Haywards Heath and Eastbourne as well as the groups he 
participates in, such as walks in the Sussex countryside, history walks and other 
activities. This respondent is well-travelled and often travels to places outside of 
the country in groups or on his own, but he did not express that there were 
people from other countries in his network. The extent of his geographical reach, 
within the perception of his own community, was focused on Brighton and 
Hove, as well as surrounding areas. Additionally, he engaged in different 
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activities with a group of deaf people that were of interest to him, such as fitness, 
sport, debating, history, design, and so on: hence, communities of interests 
(Cortes, Pregibon & Volinsky, 2001). 

The possibility of manoeuvre within one’s community, within and beyond the 
boundaries of the city depends on different individuals and the extent of their 
networks. Marielle is a migrant from another European country and her family 
remain at her place of origin. She identified with having two identities, two 
networks and two Deaf communities, which she felt part of. She would travel 
between the two on a regular basis and was able to adapt between different 
signed languages and differences in cultural norms. Her bipartisan relationship 
between the two countries meant one provided her ethnic roots and sense of 
origin, whereas the second provided her husband, children and means to work. 
The respondent had a more refined perspective on the differences between the 
two Deaf communities and was able to identify a comparison between them, in 
terms of cultural values, her morality and a higher understanding of what makes 
a community. The ability to compare one Deaf community with another 
provided an additional perspective on what a community is to them. 

 
Localised or expansive community 
Emma is a well-travelled individual, within the UK, is often away visiting 

friends across the country, a legacy of her educational experiences which were a 
mixture of a local residential schools and a college in Doncaster, both of which 
provide a specific education for deaf children and young people. The map was 
more detailed and provided clear destination points that were of importance to 
her. 
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Fig. 39: A sketch map from Emma 

 
The respondent identified different locations within the city, spread between 

Hove and Kemptown, as well as the marina. Similar to Lee, she identified areas 
around Brighton and Hove where she hiked regularly in the surrounding 
countryside and similarly visited different locations in Worthing, Eastbourne 
and Lewes. She also visited London on a regular basis to attend theatre events, 
history tours and guided talks on art and design, especially events where sign 
language was the central focus as opposed to access to a mainstream event 
through a sign language interpreter. These events were opportunities to meet 
with her community as well as participate in events in her own language. 

The programme of events around history, culture, sport, theatre and the arts 
are all activities that require a specific knowledge of BSL that enables the 
individual to participate and understand the language of the event. Various 
activities in the arts that have been inspired by local Deaf artists include Nadia 
Nadarajah (actor and co-winner of a Total Theatre Award for ‘innovation, 
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experimentation and playing with form’) and Omeima Mudawi-Rowlings 
(textile artist and ‘Clore cultural leadership fellow’). They have both produced 
work in Brighton and in other parts of the UK which engages deaf people in the 
conversation about expression and representation; they both perceive their 
identity as an asset to their qualities as artists. Parveen has the language and 
conceptual understanding of theatre to realise what she could gain from the 
mutually experiential journey of a performance. By comparison, Emma had a 
much further sphere of reach because she had the language and conceptual 
understanding of the cultural value of the arts. 

I would conclude that there are different senses of awareness of what a 
community can provide. Some individuals are passive recipients of culture, 
although they may be engaged in all aspects of what the community can provide, 
whereas other individuals are active participants of the cultural event; they 
engage with the language, respond to networks and have a conceptual 
understanding of the importance and cultural capital of these activities. They are 
active engagers in cultural mores. 

 
 

Movement 
 
Movements between locations, whether from home to work, home to a Deaf 

community place, or home to an event, demonstrate how far people were willing 
to travel in order to find their community. The previous section identified that 
perceptions of community were either small or large, vague or specific, located 
or expansive, but how were the movements within the community represented? 
By movements, I am referring to the extent an individual might travel in order to 
participate in one’s community. 

 
Community of familiarity 
The interviews identified individuals who operated on either localised, 

citywide, regional or national levels of movement, whereas one person might 
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migrate between two countries, or two Deaf communities, on a regular basis. In 
Chapter Four, I reported on individuals who did not move extensively and may 
have indicated one event or club they identified with and became loyal members 
of. The sense of community was perceived through an event, familiarity with 
regular participants, and access to its language or the range of themes they 
identified with. Their movements are restricted to their home or perhaps work 
and the club. Commonly, this group is identified as ‘grassroots’ or their identity 
is associated with people who have had limited education or access to language. 
When I visited the club, I noticed my own BSL had to be adapted to include more 
English references but not too many, and to ensure that my ideas were visually 
clear. The form of my communication was shaped, and limited, to include their 
own life experiences and exposure to ideas that they were aware of. 

As a qualified teacher and assessor of BSL, I am able to make quick 
judgements about the state of one’s production in sign language according to 
national standards formed by Signature, as well as knowledge of the European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). Older deaf people are more 
likely to have received an education in solely spoken English, referred to as ‘oral 
education’ and taught by ‘oralists.’ The 1979 Conrad report on the state of 
education for deaf children described the cohort as ‘oral failures’ as many deaf 
children who studied English through amplification and lipreading left school 
with a reading age of eight and three quarters (Conrad, 1979). Deaf education is a 
politically charged domain that has evolved over centuries including differences 
in educational ideology (e.g., combined system, oralism, bilingualism), the 
imbalance of power (e.g., removing and reinstating deaf teachers) and the 
consistently poor track record of educational outcomes (e.g., campaigns by the 
National Deaf Children’s Society). Deaf children’s communication today 
demonstrates a confusion between the grammatical rules of English and the rules 
of BSL, and this confusion affects their ability to comprehend BSL in mainstream 
media, for example, or for accessing sign language interpreters. Therefore, their 
engagement with communities is focused on individuals they can communicate 
with at ease, or have the flexibility to adapt their communication according to 
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their preferences. Ladd (2003) described this group as ‘subalterns’ or people 
without power or expectation to influence those in power. I personally reject 
these labels but I appreciate the need to identify the unique experience of this 
marginalised group who lacked an appropriate education in either English or 
BSL. I have found similarities, in other work, with ‘travelling communities’ 
whose lack of confidence with spoken and written English have resulted with 
individuals remaining in their community of familiarity (Cudworth, 2018). 

The identification of this perception of community and sense of being is not a 
judgement but a recognition of how deaf lives can exist within a broad spectrum 
of being, even in the light of ineffective educational regimes and systematic 
neglect of vulnerable deaf people. I identify with Ladd’s understanding that 
these individuals are victims of a colonising regime that aims to eradicate sign 
language in favour of advanced amplification technology and oppressive 
approaches to English teaching. Instead, I advocate for the availability of choice 
and that decisions regarding language preference and educational outcomes 
should be guided by the child, as they would for any other child. This is only 
possible if all choices were made available from writing in English to BSL to 
opportunities to develop spoken language skills. Ultimately, no matter what 
intervention is chosen, a deaf child is still deaf and the illusion of ‘hearing-ness’, 
as advocated by oralist educators, is in fact an illusion perpetuated by “switch-on 
reactions of cochlear implants” as a form of inspiration porn (Grue, 2016), which 
is far from the real challenges of managing auxiliary aids. The perception of deaf 
people, and deafness, is regularly shaped by hearing people and the outcome of 
their actions may result with the ‘grassroots’ or ‘subalterns’ left powerless and 
ignored; this discrepancy is a form of neglectful abuse. 

The vicinity of institutions could also explain how the existence of ‘grassroots’ 
was supported. Historically, the establishment of schools for deaf children, or 
asylums as they were called at the time, came about in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries: for example, the Brighton Institution for the Deaf and 
Dumb was established in 1841. Consequently, the existence of Deaf clubs was 
born from these institutions or, more accurately, from the religious organisations 
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that ran the schools. The Sussex Deaf Association was part of the Sussex Diocese 
of the Bishop of Chichester and the hearing son of William Sleight became a 
reverend and practised in Nottingham. Sleight’s reign crystalises the relationship 
between the Church of England and the parochial care of deaf people in Brighton 
and Hove. Despite his challenger Francis Maginn describing Sleight’s agenda as 
“benevolent paternalism”, Sleight was voted in as the first president of the 
BDDA, which was established as a political response to a report banning the use 
of sign language in education. Therefore, the relationship of dependency 
between the missioners (or missioner-like) and deaf members of their local club 
became entrenched into a state of institutionalisation. 

 
Movement across borders 
In contrast to the previous section, the members of the Cultural Crown group 

are well travelled and have networks beyond their local vicinities. One 
individual has lived and worked in Australia, the UK, France, and Réunion 
Island, while also having family links to Sri Lanka. She travels regularly and 
always engages with the community on her travels to distant destinations; in 
fact, she treats all locations as her new home. While she has a home near 
Brighton and Hove, she regularly lets out her flat when she travels and resides in 
other locations for weeks or months; however, she still remains connected to the 
local community through social media in case she needs to return home. Her 
capacity for language is extensive with fluency in various signed languages as 
well as International Sign. The ability to move across borders at ease and without 
fear due to available international networks describes an individual with a global 
reach. 

Marielle described her bipartisan relationship with France. Lulu has formed 
links with her ethnic roots in Latin America due to her artistic interests and her 
intersectional identities. Parveen and her husband have travelled to India and 
France whilst engaging with local Deaf communities as part of their visit. Eytan 
regularly visits his extended family in the Americas, Europe and the Middle East 
as part of his interest in genealogy. Their relationships beyond the borders of the 
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UK are more than a vacation but a means to travel and interact with local deaf 
people as guides, opportunities to meet with new people in international events, 
or visit old friends.  

Lulu described this perception in her sketch map: 
 

 
Fig. 40: A sketch map of Lulu 

 
Lulu emphasised that her relationship with the Deaf community was not 

restricted to the boundaries of the city; in fact, her intent is always to travel 
outside of the city. She described her relationship with the city as a comfortable 
“place of home” (Revetz & Turkington, 2011) where she may phase in or phase 
out of this community according to her own wishes and desires. Since moving to 
the city, she did not intend to stay that long but found a sense of a home that 
cherishes her identity as an artist. Her participation within the community 
reaches other parts of the country or the world, supporting her own perception 
of what it means to be a deaf person. 
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Within the city boundaries, the respondent identified areas where certain 

activities have taken place and were often focused on her sense of wellbeing, 
such as fitness activities, meetings in a cafe, walks in a park, and chance 
encounters with people in her vicinity. Only one area was drawn in green, 
compared to the rest in red, which was the location of one of her schools, 
Ovingdean. Many of these schools were established across the UK, adopting the 
‘pure oral method’ where children were punished for signing in or outside class. 
This respondent has described herself as a rebel and she covertly influenced her 
peers to sign in hiding. She recognised this location as a place of her past but not 
a focus of her present. 

Parveen provided a more detailed drawing of her perception of the Deaf 
community, which mirrors drawings by Marielle and Emma. In further 
conversation with this respondent, she shared how she felt able to travel to other 
parts of the UK and visit/stay with friends with ease. She identified this ability 
as a source of pride and part of her uniqueness as a deaf individual with sign 
language at the centre of her deaf self. She rolled off locations in the four corners 
of the UK including Wales, Hull, Bedford, Scotland, and several others. She 
described how she felt disappointed with the local Deaf community, especially 
how divided it was and how there was a loss of central focus (e.g., the Deaf club), 
which was present in other parts of the UK. She visits other Deaf clubs regularly 
and uses these opportunities to replenish her needs within a community of 
identity. 
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Fig. 41: A sketch map from Parveen 

 
This respondent identified locations specific to her, in particular locations 

where she regularly meets with deaf people for the purpose of keeping fit or 
participating in events that support her intersectional identity(s). She is exploring 
the idea of becoming a vegan, participating in the Brighton Vegan Festival as 
well as being environmentally conscious of reducing her impact on the 
environment. These ambitions are not unique in Brighton and Hove, a city with 
the only Green MP and the influence of two large higher education institutions 
and sizeable student movements. Several other respondents expressed an 
interest in the environment and in reducing the human impact on ecosystems, 
which may include an interest in recycling, rubbish collection, food miles, and 
use of public transport. 

The availability of public transport is central to this community as locations 
are expected to be accessible to public transport: in particular, the bus network. 
Disabled people receive a bus pass which permits free travel. The distances 
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between locations in the city and surrounding Sussex towns require deaf people 
to travel, and at a cost; therefore, the availability of a bus pass  allows the 
extended community to exist for little or no extra cost. Furthermore, older deaf 
people regularly attending events in the city, even if they reside just outside, can 
participate fully due to access to free travel and ease of parking. The availability 
of a free bus pass supports deaf people’s ability to move over larger distances at 
relatively low cost, and provide access to communities and networks further 
afar. 

 
 

The Economic, Social and Sexual Networks 
 
The relationships between individuals are varied and complex, but the Deaf 

community is congruent through mutually shared actions, or representations of 
actions, which are similar amongst individuals or justified through historical, 
spatial and situational reasonings. While this discussion can be expanded to 
explore all facets of this community, I wish to focus on three elements: the 
economic, social and sexual networks. The reasons for highlighting these 
discussion points arise from conversations I have had with individuals 
(respondents and others) and how their perceptions of their own identity within 
the community are similar. 

 
The economic network 
Eytan is a semi-retired man with a long-standing career of working with the 

Deaf community; his knowledge of the community is extensive and he exudes an 
air of confidence and certainty. He has identified various markets where he can 
earn money though his skills: the services include providing a BSL face to a 
mainstream service that might already exist, or where services are lacking, and 
an example of situations where deaf people have positioned themselves as a 
replacement for mainstream services. This is a mirror of my own work when I 
led a small human resource development (HRD) business through the provision 
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of training solutions in BSL. My client base ranged from arts organisations to 
small businesses where one or more deaf people might have been employed. My 
fluency in BSL and deep cultural knowledge could be purchased to provide HRD 
solutions to staff conflict, conflict resolution, team formation, communication 
strategies, and so on.  

Conversations with two respondents laid down the rules for these enterprises: 
first, businesses that serve the Deaf community should be led by deaf people 
themselves; second, BSL should be at the heart of the enterprise; and third,  
initiatives to monetise services should remember that money has been 
‘withdrawn’ from the community and should be replaced in kind. There was 
suspicion of individuals who were not deaf and exploited a community need 
without forming a relationship with the community itself through being present 
at local events or passing knowledge down to the community. In essence, the 
return is not fiscal but through commitment and loyalty to the community’s aims 
and expectations. Similarly, BSL is the language of the community and it is 
expected that all communication takes place in that language, within reason; a 
deaf or hearing person who refuses to use BSL will eventually be criticised. 

The history of missioners, who provided support services to the Deaf 
community as defined by the church, has shaped this role, as they were liked for 
their support and equally disliked for their dominance over deaf people’s private 
lives. Missioners were individuals who had considerable authority over 
individuals when enabling deaf people to find their first employment, or first 
love, or first home – deaf people surrendered their independence to be guided by 
an individual that they trusted. Over the years, the roles were replaced with 
social workers for the deaf (SWoD) and sign language interpreters (which is not a 
supporting role), and today the privatisation of services has led to more 
businesses and social enterprises forming tailor-made services. SDA, DeafCOG, 
and Action Deafness are local organisations that provide or have provided such 
services. Consequently, the establishment of new services are treated with 
suspicion unless the appropriate deaf professional or deaf advocate is employed. 
Recent history has destabilised this assumption because a reputable interpreter 



 

   
 

177 
provider, led by a deaf person, was closed down in 2016 and charged with 
fraudulent claims to Access to Work – a government scheme for providing 
communication support for employees –  worth nearly £1m. These events caused 
mistrust within the community, amongst sign language interpreters, and 
between interpreters and deaf people themselves. 

However, Surdi and DeafCOG, two local representative organisations, have 
created a website detailing different trades people, who are reputable, able to 
communicate in BSL and known for their skills and quality of service. The ease of 
direct communication with tradespeople is an important factor when selecting a 
deaf trader over other mainstream traders, but there is also the additional 
emphasis of keeping the economic capital of the community among its deaf 
members. These ideas are not dissimilar to other minority communities such as  
high street shops that serve a certain community or the ‘pink pound’ of the 
LGBTQ community. Local traders include gardeners, builders, decorators, fitters, 
seamstress, fitness trainers, yoga teachers, and so on. This manifestation of 
specific services and skills that can be accessed directly in BSL is one of the ways 
diaspora communities establish a ‘home’, or an imagined representation of their 
place of origin, even if individuals have no birth right or the opportunity to visit 
their place of heritage. In the same way, the community creates their own spaces 
aligned with their imagined ideal home where signed language is the main 
means of communication, civic life and business, which would be supported 
with trades who serve their own community. 
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Fig. 42: A sketch map from Eytan 

Eytan had a more ‘matter of fact’ approach to his sketch map, which detailed 
certain locations with certain assets that were important to the community. He 
evaluated each location in terms of whether the staff were deaf-friendly, their 
ability to communicate in BSL or through lipreading, their relationship with deaf 
people or distant relatives, the ambiance of the venue, the quality of the lighting, 
and access to local transport. The level of detail was clear, defined and articulate; 
the colours represented locations he had canvassed in green and locations 
organised by other groups in red. He is a mystery shopper, and an advisor and 
promoter of new ideas that he approves of. Interestingly, this respondent has not 
borrowed an authority from an organisational structure or a position within his 
own enterprise, he operates as a ‘peer’ with the specific skillset that the 
community is willing to pay for; in essence, it is the skills, not his position of 
authority, that are respected within the Deaf community. 
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The social network 
One of the most popular social networks used by the Deaf community is 

Facebook (its importance is addressed in Chapter Eight). Emma described her 
journeys from Brighton to London and the decisions she would make 
beforehand; she would identify an individual to travel with or meet at the 
destination, or, if the event included people she already knew (such as a party), 
she would be comfortable travelling alone. I assumed this was related to 
personal safety but Emma said otherwise; these preparatory activities were 
related to embracing her network and maximising the opportunities to engage 
with her friends and acquaintances. 

Distance and travel are known limitations within the community as deaf 
people are likely to hold longstanding relationships with people who live further 
away. Every event is an opportunity to reconnect with friends that are difficult to 
meet without financial and temporal repercussions. Instead, deaf people mark 
events in the social calendar that could create such opportunities and provide a 
means for people to meet up at the event or link to activities before and after. 
This level of strategic planning is important for some networks. 

The need to travel was a requisite for events organised at school. Emma was 
part of an annual inter-school competition for specific sports, which brought 
together deaf children from across the UK. They were rare opportunities for deaf 
children to meet with other deaf children from other parts of the UK. The 
respondent joked that several deaf people met their first love at these events and 
rolled off names of couples who met there. These events were organised by 
various schools for deaf children when sign language was prohibited in 
education, but these events did not prevent deaf young people from forming 
new friendships. The regional competitions were organised at Crystal Palace 
Sports Centre and the national competitions were specific to the type of sport 
that took place, such as swimming in Leicester and athletics in Birmingham. 
Today the legacy of deaf sports remains an important fixture for national Deaf 
communities to compete globally at the Deaflympics, organised by the 
International Committee of Sports for the Deaf (ICSD), which is not formally 
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recognised by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and predates the 
Paralympics. The sporting fixtures are essential events for both deaf athletes and 
the spectators who meet for social gatherings (Breivik et al., 2002). 

In a walk with Emma starting from the high street in Hove, she pointed to a 
building on Church Road and described an event: 

“That is where we have the staff end of year party - it was good fun.” 

“Will you go back there?” 

“Not necessarily.” 

“So, why is that place important?” 

“Because that is where it was.” 

The location was meaningless; it was the events that took place there that 
were significant to the respondent. It emphasises the idea that places are also 
locations of memory that are significant to an individual, a group or a 
community (Rose-Redwood, Alderman & Azaryahu, 2008). The act of memory-
making is an important aspect of a community, and people often return to 
locations because their presence helps to keep that memory alive. Similar to 
Eytan, the establishment of new “deaf friendly” (as he calls it) spaces maintains 
its value as long as the deaf person is welcome and the venue remains positive to 
deaf people’s presence. In the survey, there was a similar account of a cafe near 
Brighton station, called Cafe Coho, where a deaf person was given the 
opportunity of six months’ work experience. In support of the new employee, the 
local Deaf community visited the cafe to support the deaf person and the cafe 
itself. This was a mutual endorsement of a venue deemed welcoming of deaf 
people and it was rewarded with the community’s loyalty. Long after the work 
experience had ended, deaf people continued to visit the cafe even if the 
‘friendliness’ was long forgotten and the deaf employee had moved on. There 
were several locations with a similar relationship between the venue and the 
location, such as Saltdean Cafe, Grenadier Pub in Hangleton, and the King and 
Queen pub on Grand Parade. The next chapter explores some of these locations 
and identifies how locations attain their value. 
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The sexual network 
Ladd stated that 90 percent of deaf people form relationships with other deaf 

people, which implies that the Deaf community provides opportunities for deaf 
people to form new relationships. I am in fact married to a hearing person who 
knew sign language long before I first met him; therefore, our relationship was 
formed on the basis of our shared language and heritage. Even though my 
husband can hear, I identify with the importance of connecting to a partner who 
shares the same language as I do, especially when communication is a central 
necessity for a healthy relationship. The respondent to this investigation reported 
a very different set of circumstances. One respondent described how she was  
approached by deaf men for sexual favours even though they were already 
married. 

I used to be approached regularly but it has quietened down now thankfully. 
(Emma) 

Sexual advances were not always welcome; another respondent stated she  
received unwanted advances and how they affected her confidence to participate 
in the community. While the situation had already been addressed, they reflected 
on the state of the Deaf community and whether the community was too focused 
on the need for sexual encounters. I share their anxieties as I remember my first 
visit to a Deaf gay club in central London where I received sexual advances quite 
quickly. The situation was rescued by one person who shielded me and provided 
information on protection against HIV infection, which was accessible in BSL. 
This was the early 1990s, the height of the HIV epidemic and high incidences of 
mortality within the Deaf gay community. 

While 90 percent of deaf people will form a relationship with another deaf 
person (Ladd, 2003), the community is a place to explore relationships and to 
have sexual encounters. Deaf people find it challenging to engage in 
‘mainstream’ spaces because they are often associated with music or verbal 
communication, these are locations deaf people might not go to. Deaf people 
have an increased chance of a sexual encounter in the Deaf community compared 
to places outside the community’s spaces. Nagel (2000) described “ethnosexual 
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tensions” in her journal article on ‘intimate intersections and forbidden frontiers’, 
bridging the range of sexual tensions within the community and with people 
outside it. Much of these ideas are related to ethnic differences, as well as 
differences of religion and caste, but she divided these tensions into four 
different types: ethnosexual settlers (people who remain in a community: their 
origin or other), sojourners (people who explore for a while and then return to 
their own community), adventurers (people who explore ethnic others for casual 
relationships only) and invaders (people who invade other communities for 
personal gratification). In a sense, the pressures of these sexual tensions could 
force a son or daughter to remain loyal to the language and culture of the family, 
while others seek the opportunity to escape the limitations of their community, 
as well as the fetishisation of the ethnosexual Other, or where sex has been used 
as a weapon of war in ethnic conflict. As a community, we are very aware of the 
sexual tensions between deaf people in our community as described in this 
section, but there have been reports, in the past, of systematic abuse of minors in 
residential schools, often perpetrated by teachers or religious leaders. The Ryan 
report (Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 
2009) provided accounts of systematic and institutionalised abuse against minors 
in schools operated by the Catholic Church (Rose & Conama, 2018; Vernon & 
Miller, 2002). The Irish report was one of many that highlighted systematic abuse 
in residential schools, which occur at a higher incidence compared to non-deaf 
children and intentionally targeted because “they were easier to access” 
(Wakeland, Austen & Rose, 2018, p. 438). These topics deserves a separate thesis 
to explore the impact of sexual tensions and sexual abuse in how deaf people 
perform within the Deaf community. 

In the context of the #metoo campaign, women in the Deaf community were 
equally infuriated with the lack of recognition of domestic and sexual abuse 
within the community as well as abuse towards deaf people from Others. In the 
context of colonialism and enforced oral education, poor communication 
between students and teachers provided an opportunity for abusers to identify  
vulnerable targets. Furthermore, investigations into abuse often identify the 
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individual and their situation but fail to accrue enough incidences to claim a 
collective experience; the community has often failed to use the opportunity to 
identify a collective voice against their oppressor because oppression is reported 
as an individual encounter and not a systematic and institutional ‘invasion’ of a 
community and its culture. 

 
 

Perceptions of Community 
 
The Deaf community is described as a singular entity, which all deaf people 

who use sign language can be part of, but the realities of this relationship are 
complex and multifaceted. To attempt to theorise, at this stage, would be 
problematic, but there are indications of how the actions of individuals have 
constituted a range of perceptions or visualisations of this community. The 
decision to be part of a community is political but the politicalised self depends 
on a variation of influencing factors as well as their intersectional identities that 
might provide an ethnic, body other, sexualised, gendered slant on the self 
(Afzal, 2008). 

I am also influenced by more-than representational thought and the work of 
Lorimer (2008) and how the body is shaped and marked by its environment. In 
Chapter Four, I introduced the idea of ‘sphere of reach’ and how the sketch map 
data have identified different senses of the self, ranging from a reach to locations 
of familiarity up to reaching cross international boundaries. At this stage, I 
would like to highlight some classifications within the sphere of reach (which I 
will call ‘strata’) of one’s status within a community. 

 
Stratum Description 
Neighbourhood Staying with the familiar and remaining loyal to one or 

two locations where the language matches their own and 
includes the range of BSL/English they are familiar with. 
They have been described as ‘grassroots’ or subaltern but 
do not identify with these labels. 



 

   
 

184 

City Moving through the city and visiting various locations 
within the city or in its vicinity. Identifying with various 
communities of interests, which attract the individual to 
activities they enjoy and peer groups they wish to be part 
of. Their language and cultural knowledge are specific to 
the city, the location of their home. 

Regional Moving regularly between the city and other towns or 
cities in the local region. Identifying activities that 
enhance their sense of self in the context of BSL and Deaf 
culture. They group as a community of identity, which 
places BSL, and their critical reflections of the language 
and culture, at the heart of their self-actualisations. 

National Identifying varying locations of place and home, 
supported by a network, where identity can vary 
depending who they meet and where they are located. 
Their BSL and cultural knowledge varies from region to 
region, which includes regional variations and cultural 
diversity that includes intersectional identities such as 
deaf gay, deaf women, deaf people of colour, and so on. 

Bipartisan Inhabiting two countries and retaining their membership 
within two Deaf communities. Their language ability is 
bilingual and bicultural, and their ability to transition 
between identities is fluid and multifaceted. They are able 
to code switch between two sign languages and may 
select two differentiating identities in two locations. They 
have a heightened awareness of the variations of 
communities and the Deaf self. 

Diaspora Visiting, migrating and living in various locations across 
a range of countries. Their knowledge of various signed 
languages and written English enables them to use 
International Sign and use varied resources to help 
initiate an engagement with locals. They fall back on their 
shared cultural knowledge and similar experiences of 
DEAF DEAF SAME or colonialism, which shape their 
conversation in an international context. 
Tab. 9: Strata in the spheres of reach 

The representations of the Deaf self and the perception of their own 
community can be found in the range of respondents from people who have 
answered the survey, the sketch map participants or members of the Cultural 
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Crown. Deaf people may or may not stay within their own sphere of reach 
because the ability to ‘reach’ is only limited by one’s ability to extend or relax it; 
deaf people are able to move or migrate between different spheres. I have found 
in my research that people may have arrived at a point where they feel 
comfortable within their own sphere and find their sense of home, a place of 
being and belonging. 

I am aware that some respondents have moved from one sphere of reach to 
another, which might be influenced by educational experiences or access to a 
Deaf community at an earlier age. The earlier descriptions of the Cultural Crown 
defined those deaf children of deaf parents who do not automatically reach a 
status of authority, because it is earned, not given. I wonder if this stratification 
of this community is a possible explanation why this is the case. While language 
and cultural knowledge provide deaf children of deaf families an opportunity to 
manoeuvre through the spheres quickly, it is necessary to develop networks on 
the way and identify and engage with the main actors. Social manoeuvrability in 
the community is not governed by employment positions, or income, or class 
status but the use and knowledge of sign language and Deaf culture; currently, 
neither of the two are taught in secondary education but gained through 
community participation. The diverging strata of the spheres of reach will be re-
examined in Chapter Nine. 

Furthermore, this chapter identifies the range of self-representation within the 
community but the physicality of the community is represented in two ways: a 
community at a given location which an individual may visit, or a community 
which exists whenever the deaf person or the language is present. The 
respondents who expressed a smaller sense of self within the community 
describe the community as a distant location, which can be visited, blamed, 
ignored, or cherished. Alternatively, other respondents placed the community 
around themselves, wherever they might be located, because the community is 
formed from themselves and their day-to-day actions. Emma, Lulu, Marielle, and 
Eytan placed the community wherever they might be and felt empowered to 
fashion the community towards their own needs (within limits), whereas 
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respondents Parveen and Lee placed the community as a destination and felt 
subjected to influences from others who organised their spaces for them. I could 
construe that the first group are more likely to migrate between different spheres 
with the latter more likely to remain where they are. Additionally, the more 
extended sphere of reach does provide an increasingly greater opportunity for 
the individual to extend their reach further, and socially mobilise themselves into 
new areas and new communities. Hence, I further construe that language and 
culture are essential elements of social manoeuvrability in the Deaf community 
locally, nationally and internationally. This is in contrast to the work of Ladd 
who has used the British class system and the power discordance between 
classes, and referred to the subalterns as ‘working class’ and the subaltern elite as 
‘petit bourgeoisie’ (Ladd, 2003, p. 337); I feel this assumption is too limiting. 
Instead, I have realised that this community has its own structures and cultural 
capital that serves itself, which is separate from the oppressions from the ethnic 
other where the class system is inextricably evident. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
This investigation began with the assumption that the boundaries of the 

landscape remained within the city boundaries of Brighton and Hove, but the 
responses indicated variations in a much smaller or much wider reach to 
local/familiar communities to communities of a global diaspora. The 
respondents to this investigation drew a sketch map to re-imagine their 
representations of the community from their own perspective, influenced by 
their sense of self and wellbeing, their relationship with events and locations 
within the Deaf community, and their intersectional identities. These 
psychogeographical representations define the size of their community, shaping 
the opportunities and limitations of the community within their own minds. 
Membership of this community is political and their re-imaginations limit and 
extend the possibilities of the community they are part of, which are translated 
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into day-to-day actions. This discussion is centred in more-than-representational 
thought which bridges the representations of identity and community with the 
actions and movements of individuals within the landscape of the city. 

I have identified six essential strata of the sphere of reach: neighbourhood, 
city, regional, national, bipartisan and diaspora. I have related these reaches to 
the individuals’ abilities in language and culture, which allow their movements 
and migrations to extend; these abilities provide the capacity to extend one’s 
reach, which are central to our discussions on cultural capital in Chapter Ten.  
Diaspora theory will be explored further in Chapters Eight and Nine. 

I have construed that deaf people will either define their community as a 
destination or as a state of being, and the abilities of the individual to define and 
fashion their own spaces will enable individuals to extend their reach to other 
communities. The shared experience of oppression, marginalisation (or genocide) 
of Deaf culture and signed languages, as a means of colonising a Deaf ethnic 
group, is a strong powerful force to bring people together, regardless of which 
country one might come from. Therefore, oppression and the colonisation of deaf 
people have in turn provided the means for deaf people to come together. 

I reject the labels of ‘grassroots’ or subaltern because these groups do not 
identify with these terms, but I accept there will be people marginalised by 
society through poor access to education in BSL and/or English. The systematic 
and institutional marginalisation of deaf people, currently and historically, 
denies deaf people access to the language and culture of their own community, 
which further denies them access to routes of cultural manoeuvrability within 
the Deaf diaspora including its global spaces, vast actor networks and capacities 
for intercultural encounters. 
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Chapter Seven: Analysis of Happiness and Kindness 
Indices 
 

 

Introduction 
 
Mike Gulliver, one of the first academics to focus on ‘Deaf space’, explored in his 
thesis, the realisations of space in the Parisian school for deaf children in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Gulliver, originally from French-speaking 
Canada, had access to the texts that described the permutations of the Parisian 
Banquet; the participants would sign in French Sign Language, dress in dinner 
suits, and share their philosophical ideas with their peers. The event was held in 
every November in memory of Abbé de l’Epée’s birth; L’Epée was the founder of 
the first school for deaf children in 1760 in Paris, where the signed language of 
deaf street children was used to teach written French. Several generations later, 
the remembrance of his achievements was an intellectual dialogue in a 
banqueting hall (Gulliver, 2015; Gulliver & Fekete, 2017). The Parisian Banquets 
were probably one of the first internationalised Deaf spaces and were a novelty 
to the wider non-deaf audience. 

For the hearing world, the banquets were a curiosity, the first being covered by 
no fewer than eleven newspapers. Some carried stories that were plainly 
sensationalist, such as Maurice’s report of the banquets’ carnivalesque reversal of 
the majority-hearing/minority-deaf status. (Gulliver, 2015, p. 10) 

As part of my own curiosity, I came across a story of when Abbé Sicard, a 
protégé of L’Epée, visited Brighton in 1815, bringing with him an entourage of 
deaf presenters, including Clerc and Massieu. With the French Revolution’s 
continued flare ups in the French capital, Sicard, a monk, came to the UK in 
search of donations which would enable his school to continue. In France, it was 
a difficult time for the nobility and the clergy alike, but the UK was more 
receptive to curiosities, such as the education of deaf people. Clerc and Massieu 
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would present throughout the day a Deaf perspective of philosophised terms; 
Massieu was asked, “what is ‘hope’?” and he replied, “it is the flower of 
happiness” (Clerc, 1849). The question-and-answer session in written French 
posited the presenters as ‘curios’, in return for money, which helped to continue 
their school’s existence. Their philosophical renditions were written in booklets 
and sold to people who happened to attend their gatherings.  

 

 
Fig. 43: A leaflet promoting a public lecture by Sicard, Clerc and Massieu on 

28/29 July 1815 at the Old Ship Rooms in Brighton. This leaflet was in the 
possession of Thomas Gallaudet, who established the first school for deaf 

children in Hartford, Connecticut, with Clerc (est. 1821). 



 

   
 

190 
 
A leaflet of this event still exists and places the gathering in the Old Ship 

Rooms, which were located where the Old Ship Hotel exists today. Folklore 
suggests that the Duchess of Wellington, waiting to hear of news from her 
husband and the Battle of Waterloo, dropped into the rooms and listened to the 
interpretations of deaf people’s articulations on contemporary philosophy. 

Gulliver’s thesis is written in a style similar to his own philosophising of Deaf 
space and ways in which space is imagined and realised. The philosophical 
imaginations of the Deaf community, then and now, are dreams of a deaf utopia: 
a world where deaf people can reimagine their existences away from arduous 
realities. At the time, there was a place, which might have been a near utopia, 
situated on Martha’s Vineyard, just off the coast of Massachusetts, where 18 
percent of the main population in the town of Chilmak were deaf. Groce's (1985) 
‘Everyone hear spoke sign language’ described a place where deaf and hearing 
people all signed regardless of whether people could hear or not; it was the home 
of a community without barriers. Similarly, the Abbé de l’Epée’s school that 
launched in 1760 placed sign language at the heart of its education. Without 
digressing, Thomas Gallaudet, an educator looking for a solution for educating 
deaf children, visited the school after meeting with Sicard in London and wanted 
to bring their sign language-based teaching method to the US and open his first 
school; it was Laurent Clerc, a deaf man, who was invited to join him. Their work 
continued towards the creation of the first and only university where sign 
language is the principal language of education. These institutions are a chain of 
utopian spaces. 

This chapter uses the findings of Chapter Five, a series of 21 photographs 
selected by the Cultural Crown that were inserted in the survey. The question I 
hoped to address is whether the cultural realisations within the Cultural Crown 
group are shared across the Deaf community as a whole. Do all deaf people 
within this community identify with the same cultural symbols as the royalty of 
their own community? Which symbols have clear representations of the Deaf self 
as well as their cultural expressions and narratives that continue through the 



 

   
 

191 
community in local, national or transnational contexts? Are the senses of utopia 
the same between the Cultural Crown and community members? 

As a consequence, I am hoping to gain a greater insight into how the 
community functions – whether there is a hierarchy, whether the relationship is 
congruent or incongruent, how the respondents interpret their own community 
and whether their definition of community is the same. In Chapter Five, I 
discussed the divergences of the community between the supporters of the 
church and the ‘pub rebels’, and this chapter highlights some of the other aspects 
of divergence, and convergence, within the Deaf community. 

 
Mapping communities 
The mapping of communities is a means to explore human relationships 

within locations in order to identify how communities are formed through 
human action. The creation of maps is a step in the process towards building a 
detailed understanding of how minority cultural linguistic communities respond 
to opportunities and threats to their existence, through repeated and anomalous 
behaviours. When observing the patterns of human behaviour, location is an 
important datapoint, and GIS is one of the means to examine social spatial 
patterns. GIS is traditionally used to handle physical data but also experiential 
and behavioural geographical information. There are not many examples where 
non-measurable properties of place, such as human experience, social 
hierarchies, power relations and theoretical relationships are used effectively in 
GIS (Rantanen & Kahila, 2009, p. 1984). 

SoftGIS, as opposed to hard data commonly used in geographical information 
systems, is an additional approach to capture soft data, such as behaviours, 
perspectives, opinions, and feelings (ibid). As an epistemological research 
inquiry, this methodology supports the thesis in order to identify the cultural 
capital of the Deaf community and consequently identify possible theories that 
re-imagine the social structures of the Deaf self within an active community. 

The Mapping Deaf Brighton survey recorded data from 29 individuals who 
identified as members of the Deaf community, capturing a range of information 
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about individuals including home and work locations, communication 
preferences, locations of importance, current wellbeing, and response to images 
of cultural importance against mainstream services. The data captured is a 
snapshot of how this specific group relate to the cultural representations of their 
community, which may be situated in physical space or represented as cultural 
symbols. 

In Chapter Three, I discussed the usefulness of Census 2011 data, whereby 
two questions from England and Wales and Scotland were open to interpretation 
and culminated in different results. Datashine used the 2011 data in England and 
Wales and presented information in a map, which I used in Chapter Four. Prior 
to 2011, data on statistics and geographical spread across the London and South 
East area could be analysed from social care data 17, or a record of individuals 
registered with the local council. The statistics from all data points are extremely 
varied, which suggests there are problems with the reliability in the data but 
there are potential analysis opportunities: for example, the geographical spread 
in Census 2011 and the geographical spread of respondents to the survey. 

This chapter focuses on the incidences of ‘happiness’ and ‘kindness’ in the 
form of an index, which allows us to gauge how metaphors from the Cultural 
Crown are valued within the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove. It is 
expected that the outcomes from the Cultural Crown and Deaf community 
respondents will be identical but the range of congruency and divergence from 
the Cultural Crown group describes the community’s saliency on a cultural and 
emotional level. 
 

 

 

 

 
17 https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/people-registered-

as-deaf-or-hard-of-hearing/people-registered-as-deaf-or-hard-of-hearing-england-year-ending-
31-march-2010 
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Measuring happiness and kindness 

 
The question of whether an image represents happiness or kindness requires 

the respondent to form a judgement and form an emotional valuation. This is a 
continuation of the ‘emotional mapping’ explored in Chapter Six in relation to 
psychogeography, which helped to identify how deaf people emotionally react to 
locations and symbols. This data discovered from the Cultural Crown group, or 
their justifications as to why they have chosen certain metaphors, is compared to 
reactions to the metaphors from members of the Deaf community (29 of them). 
The emotional valuation of the image is represented as either ‘happiness’ or 
‘kindness’, which is open to interpretation and support with comments from the 
respondents. The process will identify several outcomes: the difference and 
similarities between the Cultural Crown and the Deaf community; the 
differences of responses within the community itself; and the values of 
metaphors in the context of a community in comparison to other metaphors. 
These findings are discussed in this chapter. 

Two measures were established on the basis of previous investigations 
identified in the methodology, which are the happiness index (Helliwell, Huang 
& Wang, 2015) and the kindness index (Thrift, 2005, pp. 143-145). The two ideas 
are distinctly different in the manner that, collectively, ‘happiness’ suggests there 
is a preference of one set of ideas, symbols, locations, and images that could 
result in a sense of shared cultural mores, while the collective sense of ‘kindness’ 
suggests ideas of safety and shared growth towards a desired outcome, maybe 
together as a community or individually. The general responses from the data 
suggest that the happiness index was likely to provide a higher rating than the 
kindness index (happiness index (median) = 4.27 c.f. kindness index (median) = 
4.05; whereby the range is between 0 and 7). This suggests that it is possible to 
exist in a community that evokes happiness but may not necessarily be kind but 
that it is less likely that a community could be kind but not evoke happiness. In a 
sense, happiness is the impetus bringing a community together but it is kindness 
that creates loyalty and longevity, or a salient community. It was my original 
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plan only to measure the perceptions of happiness, but later investigations 
brought the ‘kindness’ index to my attention and I decided to include both 
measures. There was an element of confusion amongst respondents about why 
there were two measures but there were some images that did bring about a 
discussion regarding the distinct differences between the two for individual 
reasons; therefore, it did serve a purpose. 

 
Median, mode and Chi Square 
As a reminder, the final set of 35 pictures were selected by the Cultural 

Crown group as a series of representations of the Deaf community, from their 
perspective. Each survey respondent was asked to select a number, by way of a 
movable gauge, to identify whether the image represents a degree of happiness 
(whereby 0 is unhappy and 7 is happy) and kindness (whereby 0 is unkind and 7 
is kind). The median was calculated by categorising the continuous data into 
[>=0 to <=1; >1 to <=2; and so on] as ordinal numbers and calculating the 50th 
percentile of the individual records of happiness or kindness to identify the 
median between 0 and 7. The median suggested a common value for the whole 
group against a specific image, and recorded as an index. The number 4 is in the 
centre of the range and there were no negative numbers nor numbers higher 
than 7. 

The results from the categorisation of results were presented as a histogram 
that provided an indication of the distribution. It was clear that the results, even 
though there were only 29 contributions, were not normally distributed. In fact, 
each outcome provided a different type of distribution with one or two tails 
and/or with uni- or bi-modal peaks. Any analysis, therefore, had to be non-
parametric to compensate for the variations of distribution against each image. 
After consultation with colleagues at School of Global Studies, I decided to use 
Chi Square Goodness-of-Fit test to indicate the shapes of the distributions, and 
indicate which distribution is more acute. The null hypothesis presumes that 
none of the pictures evoke a reaction and results would be distributed evenly 
across the range (from 0 to 7). The alternative hypothesis is the images do evoke 
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a reaction and one, or more, number in the range is favoured over another. Chi 
Square (X2) was used to enable me to identify which distributions were more 
significant and I was able to rank the images into an order of significance. The 
purpose of this exercise was to identify which response was closer to the Cultural 
Crown, including the images’ representations of metaphors and material/non-
material cultures, and are valuable to the Deaf community from their 
perspective. The Chi Square equation is: 

 

  X2 = ∑ ("#$%&'%()%*+%,-%()!

%*+%,-%(
 

 
The range of histograms are varied in distribution and overall shape. X2 is not 

able to identify the difference between a unimodal or bimodal distribution and 
indication of one or the other is essential for further discussion. In particular, a 
bimodal distribution would indicate that views of happiness and kindness is 
polarised whereas a unimodal distribution would indicate that emotional 
response is higher than another. For this purpose, I have identified, from the 
histograms, which number had the highest peak, or the mode. If a mode of 
number 1 is identified, there is one peak that is located in either ‘unhappy’ or 
‘unkind’. If the mode is recorded as ‘1,7’, there are two peaks at the opposite 
ends of the scale whereby a group of respondents have identified the image as 
‘happy/kind’ and another group thought it was ‘unhappy/unkind’. 
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Fig. 44: Example of a histogram with bimodal distribution between the 

numbers 1 and 7 (Happiness histogram for the oralist classroom) 
 

There were several images that were selected by the Cultural Crown group 
that left a question as to whether the image was indeed representative of the 
Deaf community and they were identified specifically: Action on Hearing Loss 
(RNID), Dottie’s Cafe, SDA website, and the classroom developing children’s 
skills in speaking and listening of English. In addition, I included several images 
of local council services, which represented provisions for the wider population 
of Brighton and Hove but not necessarily the community specifically. For the 
purpose of this investigation, the council services are controls, which represent 
participation in civic life not specific to the Deaf community itself. 

 
Variation of representations from respondents 
A higher X2 result would indicate that the results differ significantly from the 

baseline and a lower X2 would imply that the group did not have a significant 
opinion about the image as a collective. If the result includes a high X2 with a 
median close to ‘7’ with a unimodal peak, the respondents are in agreement with 
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the Cultural Crown. I have presented the happiness and kindness indices in 
order of X2, from highest to lowest, grouped according to the modes, or number 
and type of peaks (see tab. 10). It is clear that the images that form a stronger 
opinion also show less variation, whereas images that form a weaker opinion 
demonstrate wider variation. Therefore, the images ranked at the top of the table 
are more congruent with the Cultural Crown group and the bottom of the table 
less congruent or in contrast to the Cultural Crown. The last section in the list 
includes results whereby respondents are polar opposite to each other.  

 

Happiness: Picture name 
in order of highest Chi 
Square to lowest against 
each mode (X2; Mo) 

Happiness 
index 

(Median) 

Kindness: Picture name in 
order of highest Chi 
Square to lowest against 
each mode (X2, Mo) 

Kindness 
index 

(Median)  

 

6.28 
 

 

6.31 

BSL Charter (76.05; 7)  Deaf Diaspora (82.82; 7)  

 

6.28 
 

 

6.15 

Deaf Diaspora (75.09; 7)  BSL Charter (51.90; 7)  

 

6.07 
 

 

6.03 

Community/Deaf 
banquet (50.50; 7) 

 Group of students with 
tutor, all signing and 
Asian ethnicity (36.44; 7) 

 

 

6.09 

 

5.83 

Deaf painting (45.13; 7)  What’s On Deaf Sussex 
Facebook group (30.47; 7) 

 

 

6.03 
 

 

5.75 
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Group of students with 
tutor, all signing and 
Asian ethnicity (40.79; 7) 

 Deaf painting (29.68; 7)  

 

5.88 
 

 

5.67 

Deaf cyclists raising  
money (37.89; 7) 

 Model/candle of people 
in a semicircle (27.50; 7) 

 

 

5.71 
 

 

5.50 

What’s On Deaf Sussex 
Facebook group (28.05; 7) 

 Deaf cyclists raising  
money (26.78; 7) 

 

 

6.00 
 

 

5.75 

Model/candle of people 
in a semicircle (26.00; 7) 

 Community/Deaf 
banquet (26.25; 7) 

 

 

4.90 
 

 

5.07 

BSL March in 2001 (21.95; 
7) 

 DeafCOG (11.80; 7) 
 

 

 

5.42 
 

 

5.50 

DeafCOG (20.98; 7) 
 

 Hamilton Lodge School 
(28.71; 4,7) 

 

 

5.13 
 

 

3.45 

Commemorative blue 
plaque (20.01; 7) 

 Council services: life 
events (22.32; 4,7) 

 

 

4.90 
 

 

4.38 
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Facebook group for vlogs 
(9.39; 7) 

 BSL March in 2001 (21.95; 
4,7) 

 

 

6.15 

 

4.50 

Hamilton Lodge School 
(50.00; 4,7) 

 Commemorative blue 
plaque (19.53; 4,7) 

 

 

3.56 
 

 

4.50 

Council services: life 
events (14.73; 4,7) 

 Facebook group for vlogs 
(12.28; 4,7) 

 

 

4.25 
 

 

4.00 

King and Queen pub 
(10.50; 4,7) 

 Council services: library 
(6.50; 4,7) 

 

 

3.57 
 

 

3.36 

Council services:  
recycling (10.00; 4,7) 

 Council services: business 
(57.75; 4) 

 

 

3.63 
 

 

3.27 

Council services: health 
(9.00; 4,7) 

 Council services: social 
care (22.00; 4) 

 

 

4.33 
 

 

3.05 

Council services: library 
(7.50; 4,7) 

 Council services: 
democracy (21.25; 4) 

 

 

3.56 
 

 

3.29 

Council services: 
education (50.75; 4) 

 Council services: jobs 
(20.01; 4) 
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3.27 
 

 

3.80 

Council services: business 
(26.75; 4) 

 Council: travel (18.50; 4)  

 

3.31 
 

 

3.90 

Council services: housing 
(26.00; 4) 

 King and Queen pub 
(13.50; 4) 

 

 

3.13 
 

 

3.35 

Council services: 
democracy (23.25; 4) 

 Action on Hearing Loss 
(13.25; 4) 

 

 

3.29 
 

 

3.69 

Council services: jobs 
(21.46; 4) 

 Harry Potter film (13.00; 
4) 

 

 

3.91 

 

2.79 

Harry Potter film (18.00; 
4) 

 Council services: housing 
(12.00; 4) 

 

 

3.21 
 

 

3.17 

Action on Hearing Loss 
(6.00; 4) 

 Council services: tax and 
benefits (10.35; 4) 

 

 

3.38 
 

 

3.71 

Council services: social 
care (7.50; 4) 

 Council services:  
recycling (6.50; 4) 
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3.31 

 

3.50 

Council services: 
environment (7.45; 4) 

 Council services: 
environment (5.92; 4) 

 

 

3.36 
 

 

3.61 

Council services: tax and 
benefits (5.04; 4) 

 Council services: 
education (18.00; 3,4) 

 

 

3.11 
 

 

2.81 

Council services: planning 
(15.00; 1,4) 

 Council services: health 
(12.14; 3,4) 

 

 

3.06 
 

 
 

3.12 

Deaf club building (17.12; 
1,4) 

 Window with blinds 
(30.64; 1,4) 

 

 

2.83 

 

3.10 

Window with blinds (9.39; 
1,4) 

 Council services: 
planning (19.00; 1,4) 

 

 

3.00 

 

2.79 

Dottie’s café (16.15; 1)  Deaf club building (17.12; 
1,4) 

 

 

3.38 

 

1.75 

Old photo of a lesson with 
headphones (12.77; 1,7) 

 Dottie’s café (27.26; 1)  
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3.40 
 

 

2.25 

Council: travel (10.00; 1,7)  Sussex Deaf Association 
(12.00; 1) 

 

 

2.67 
 

 

2.88 

Sussex Deaf Association 
(5.50; 1,7) 

 Old photo of a lesson 
with headphones (12.28; 
1,7) 

 

 
Tab. 10: Happiness and kindness indices in relation to images, listed from 

highest to lowest Chi Square (X2) against the mode (Mo), of survey respondents. 
Colour coding from dark green (highest index) to dark blue (lowest index). 

 
 
The selection of images, mentioned earlier, that were ambiguous and left by 

the Cultural Crown group for the survey respondents to answer actually formed 
the widest ranges of opinion. The Cultural Crown group identified the images 
that were controversial for the community and the survey responses reported the 
same sense of controversy. This is not to say that any of the controversial images 
resulted in a negative response; in fact, no images were viewed entirely 
negatively, but there is a variation of responses from very happy to very 
unhappy and very kind to very unkind. In situations where respondents did not 
have a specific feeling towards a particular visual metaphor, their responses sat 
in the middle of the range at four 18, which would express ‘neither happy nor 
unhappy’ and ‘neither kind nor unkind.’ 

 
 

 

 
18 The range starts at zero and ends at seven, so the medium of the range is four. 
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Congruency with the Cultural Crown 

 
The Cultural Crown, as detailed in Chapter Five, is a self-selecting group who 

feel a responsibility to represent the cultural capital of the Deaf community and 
continue the aims and purposes of the sign language community and curate the 
cultural manifestations through community action, deaf-centric businesses and 
representations of the Deaf self in the Arts. These ideas have manifested through 
the city-wide, national and transnational discourses, and the wider Deaf and sign 
language diaspora (see Chapter Eight). The question is whether these ideas do in 
fact transpire throughout the Deaf community and whether it is homogenous in 
nature or multi-layered, intersectional, unrooted and nomadic. 

 
Highly representative of the Deaf community 
The highest results across the happiness and kindness indices as well as a 

higher agreement amongst respondents were first, the banquet table at the Deaf 
Ball; second, the BSL charter; third, What’s on Deaf Sussex Facebook group; 
fourth, cyclists raising money for charity; and fifth, the Deaf Diaspora cultural 
festival. All of these images dominated the top five for both happiness and 
kindness indices and demonstrated a clear relationship between a sense of 
community and actions that resulted in social and cultural capital for the 
members of the Deaf community. All of the images represent a location where 
people assemble and engage with others for specific purposes: for cultural 
exchange, developing networks, raising the profile of the community and its 
authenticity, and community in action. The images are also devoid of agency 
with strong representations of networks; there are no leaders, no hierarchy, no 
divisions between deaf or hearing people, age, disability, gender or sexuality. 
Even the representation of an agreement between the council and community is 
presented by a child. In many ways, the congruency with the Cultural Crown is 
in fact a response to its very existence where no hierarchy should exist. The 
reality is that there are powerfully positioned individuals behind each of these 
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events who are responsible for their organisation and management, but there is 
no warrant to use their position as an elevation of their status19. 

 

 
 

Fig. 45: The images highly congruent with the Cultural Crown 

The comments from the respondents highlighted some of the social and 
cultural values of these images, such as the ability to meet up and share new 
experiences or identify with material cultures like round tables. The round table 
places each person equidistantly from each other, allowing everyone to 
participate equally, with clear sight lines, which would not be possible with a 
rectangular table (Bauman & Murray, 2009). 

 
19 The indication of hierarchical structures was not evident in Brighton and Hove, which might not be repeated in 
other parts of the UK or the world. Wright (2021) suggests a ‘silent hierarchy’ within the Deaf community as 
perceived by Deaf-Blind people in the US. There were no individuals who identified Deaf-Blind in the data and if it 
did, this conclusion might be different. 
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A great way to come together and get to know each other a little more. (Survey 
respondent 16: Banquet) 

Lovely round table!! (Survey respondent 1: Banquet) 

As well as the sense of togetherness, they felt connected to the community in 
action or events where specific activities took place, such as the signing of the 
BSL charter between the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove and its council. 
In contrast, their praise was qualified with hesitation around whether the charter 
will actually result in action and a positive impact on deaf people’s lives. 

Proactive involvement in improving access for the Deaf community. (Survey 
respondent 10: BSL Charter) 

It’s fantastic to witness a breakthrough moment. (Survey respondent 1: BSL 
Charter) 

It should be a good thing. A bit unsure if support is genuine and genuine 
progress is being made. (Survey respondent 13: BSL Charter) 

The championing of deaf people’s lives and the assets of the Deaf community 
was highly praised, but there were mentions of past conflicts in the commentary 
as well as a remark about how people in the photograph were hearing and not 
deaf. In fact, two of them are sign language interpreters, explaining why they 
were there and wearing a t-shirt for the event as well as two of them being 
children of deaf adults (CODA). 

Doing something as a community. (Survey respondent 15: Deaf Diaspora) 

Great to highlight the successes of local Deaf people and celebrate our lives. 
(Survey respondent 5: Deaf Diaspora) 

What’s on Deaf Sussex, a Facebook page for sharing information related to the 
Deaf community in the county, evoked a positive response from most 
participants despite a couple having reported that they were not familiar with 
the Facebook group. Equally, the group has been an essential focal point for their 
participation in the community and their ability to engage with each other, and 
even form new relationships (Jones & Pullen, 1992). 
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Now this Facebook page has really opened up my world and I feel so much more 
positive knowing there is all sorts of deaf related events happening on a regular 
basis. (Survey respondent 4: What’s on Deaf Sussex) 

Never heard of this. (Survey respondent 8: What’s on Deaf Sussex)  

The cyclists who were raising money for charity evoked a positive response 
on the relationship between community, supporting other causes and improving 
one’s health. 

Kind to the body, kind to their health, and doing it together. (Survey respondent 
15: Cyclists)  

Togetherness, company, "community" of interest, activity together, shared 
interests, support, healthier life. Good time = better and healthier life. (Survey 
respondent 14: Cyclists)  

In contrast to other images presented in the survey, the importance of 
buildings does not hold the same value, neither does their history or the events 
that took place there. While buildings are an asset to the community as a location 
for community members to meet, it is not perceived as an asset in its own right. 
What is more important is the actions and networks that have taken place inside 
these buildings; in a sense, it is the people, not the buildings, that create a 
community. While it is not explicit in the pictures, two of the events took place at 
Hamilton Lodge School, a school for deaf children, the banquet was situated at 
the Metropole Hotel, and the cyclists somewhere between Redhill and Brighton. 
What’s on Deaf Sussex is a website that purposes itself to share information 
across the community, which would have been a newsletter in previous 
generations but now includes an additional value of allowing the community to 
share ideas in real time; it transforms a media resource into a site for engagement 
and a geographical location (Hamill & Stein, 2001). 

The deaf and hearing members of the Deaf community resulted an almost 
identical response to the same images but the hearing respondents were more 
convergent and with a higher incidence of happiness and kindness. The hearing 
people who responded to the survey were a mixture of sign language 
interpreters, teachers of the deaf (ToD) and children of deaf adults (CODA) or a 
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combination of the three. Hearing people in professional roles may have studied 
aspects of BSL and Deaf Studies as part of their education, which deaf people 
may not have had access to. This is not dissimilar to an English speaker who uses 
the language everyday but is yet to be exposed to English grammar or linguistic 
principles, whereby an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) English speaker 
would have a better command of the language. A professional would have a 
marked relationship with the community, the language and the cultural 
representations of deaf individuals or the community as a whole. They are 
trained to adapt their positions to meet the needs of a broad spectrum of people 
with the ability to variate their language and cultural references to align with the 
person they are engaging with. 

 
Image Happiness (D) Happiness (H) Kindness (D) Kindness (H) 

Banquet 5.83 (7) 6.33 (7) 5.40 (7) 6.30 (7) 

BSL charter 6.19 (7) 6.43 (7) 6.13 (7) 6.20 (7) 

Cyclists 5.83 (7) 6.00 (7) 5.17 (7) 5.75 (7) 

Deaf Diaspora 5.75 (7) 6.33 (7) 6.30 (7) 6.33 (7) 

What’s on Deaf 
Sussex 

5.75 (7) 6.00 (7) 5.75 (7) 6.00 (7) 

Tab. 11: Comparison between deaf and hearing members of the Deaf community 
for the selected five images in the happiness and kindness indices (median (Mo)). 

Both deaf and hearing members of the Deaf community are in agreement with 
several images for happiness and kindness. The main themes represented in 
these images were a sense of community, a gathering of people, shared 
community action, and sharing information, but the comments suggest the 
internal battle between a community of sign language users and a community of 
deaf people. The work on sign language people suggests, politically, that the 
language of our community should adjust to include both deaf and hearing 
people who use sign language, rather than the medical definitions of hearing loss 
(Batterbury, et al., 2007). It is my interpretation that this conversation is not so 
much about deafness but privilege. Hearing people have better access to 
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education, to Deaf culture, to ideas about the community, its language, and 
cultural spaces; whereas deaf people feel that the sign language community is for 
deaf people primarily because it addresses their needs and wants (Fisher, Mirus 
& Napoli, 2019). 
 

Ambiguous images 
The Cultural Crown group wanted to present a series of images that were 

controversial to the Deaf community and wished to leave certain ideas for the 
community to decide about. It was hoped that the community would form a 
clear position for one preference over another, but the responses actually resulted 
in diverging positions. The images with the more polarised responses were 
related to images that were considered ambiguous by the Cultural Crown. I can 
only confirm that the Cultural Crown group were correct in thinking that these 
images were ambiguous, controversial and polarising. 

 

 

 
Fig. 46: The images that evoke a wider spectrum of opinion 

 
The responses to the image of children in a classroom with a teacher 

supporting them to use their speaking and listening skills were diverse: 

This is a very oppressive environment, where oralism is the primary aim not the 
child. There is no opportunity for the child to learn sign language. (Survey 
respondent 5: Oralist classroom) 
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Hard work at school for Deaf children with speech therapy and trying to "listen.” 
(Survey respondent 7: Oralist classroom) 

The perspectives focused on the two positions: first, the oppressiveness of 
being forced to work on the sense that is their weakness; and second, the 
endeavours they invested to develop their speaking and listening skills with no 
guarantee of success. In a sense, the polarisation is between ‘enabling’ and 
‘oppressing’, which is a debate that still exists today in fields of education for 
children with sensory impairments. A national body, NatSIP20, still explores the 
full spectrum of teaching and learning in a variety of settings and still entertains 
the exclusion of sign language from the classroom through failing to overcome 
the lack of ‘local offer’ and failing to share information on best practice across the 
sector (BSL Coalition, 2014). Disability theory suggests that the condition is part 
of the person and not separate from them; therefore, the misguided notions of 
treatment or intention to cure take energy away from the disabled person 
capacity to achieve their full potential. The disabling factor is not the condition 
but society’s inability to encompass the spectrum of human nature that exist 
within it; therefore, it is society that should change (Oliver, 1986). The question to 
this contentious issue is whether a person who is informed of disability theory 
would still perceive these issues as ambiguous. 

 
Image Happiness (D) Happiness (H) Kindness (D) Happiness (H) 
Oralist 
classroom 

3.75 (1,7) 3.00 (1) 3.25 (1,7) 2.50 (-) 

Tab. 12: Comparison between deaf and hearing members of the Deaf community 
for the happiness and kindness indices on the topic of the oralist classroom 

(median (Mo)) 

 
Hearing people in the Deaf community converged more closely around 

whether the image represents happiness or unhappiness. Deaf people answered 
ambiguously and the median was in the centre of the index, but hearing 
respondents placed the image firmly in the unhappiness section. This suggests 

 
20 https://www.natsip.org.uk/ 
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that with further education and knowledge of social and disability theory, their 
response would be more acute. 

[This image] reminded me of school for the deaf I went to at age of 5 till 8 years 
of age – was very happy there mixing with other deaf kids and communication 
was so easy. Learning was also very easy as it was so accessible. I put lower score 
for unkind as it reminded me of constant struggles I had when I went to 
mainstream school and learning was very limited and boring. (Survey 
respondent 9: Oralist classroom) 

The relationship between the educational approach and the experience of a 
highly oppressive environment resulted in a community with a shared narrative 
of trauma, evoking an enrichment of sign language, cultural values and loyalty 
to their own community. As a project to improve children’s speaking and 
listening skills, oralism actually created the opposite: a disengaged group of 
people with a Stockholm syndrome-like relationship to their oppressors, or a 
group of people who have responded in kind by enriching their identity as deaf 
or sign language people. 

Dottie’s Cafe is equally ambiguous because it was the first cafe of its kind in 
Sussex which served customers using only sign language, though not the first in 
the UK as the business owner suggested (Vowles, 2016). In reality, this business 
model was available for decades with the first idea formed in Paris: an 
apprentice programme for deaf people to enter the catering trade. Similar 
establishments have included a Starbucks’ Cafe in Canary Wharf, a railway cafe 
in Hassocks, and a pub in the Lake District (Friedner, 2013). 

For those who know about the cafe, it has no meaning. It used to be a cafe run by 
hearing and deaf people providing refreshments to the local community. (Survey 
respondent 20: Dottie’s Cafe) 

Deaf cafe brilliant! But sad now it closed. (Survey respondent 1: Dottie’s Cafe) 

Most people praised the idea of setting up a cafe where sign language was the 
principal means of business and ordering food, but the set up and validity to the 
community became a pertinent issue. The cafe was run by a hearing person and 
deaf people were working in conditions that were not suitable for them. The 
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combination of poor service, its location away from public transport links and 
the general ambiance of the set up was routinely criticised by respondents. 

Hearing people in the community were even more critical and converged 
more closely on the inappropriateness of the set up. Dottie’s Cafe was not an 
ambiguous point for hearing people at all, and this is the response the Cultural 
Crown was most likely hoping for. 

 
Image Happiness (D) Happiness (H) Kindness (D) Kindness (H) 
Dottie’s Cafe  3.75 (1,7) 0.80 (1) 3.13 (1) 0.80 (1) 

Tab. 13: Comparison between deaf and hearing members of the Deaf community 
for the happiness and kindness indices on the topic of Dottie’s Café (median 

(Mo)) 

 
The Sussex Deaf Association has been disbanded and its assets moved to 

Action on Hearing Loss (RNID), a multimillion-pound charity for people with 
hearing loss in the UK with an office in central Brighton. In Chapter Five, I 
mentioned some of the discourse around the ‘pub rebels’ and the ‘deaf club 
loyalists’ (Ladd, 2003), but this service was provided by hearing people who had 
some ability in BSL. 

[SDA is an] old fashioned organisation led by do-gooders. Needs Deaf people at 
heart of decision making for local Deaf people. (Survey respondent 5: SDA) 

[I am] happy to see deaf organisation being there for deaf people who need 
support. I am not sure if this is for me as I am already independent and I have 
heard rumours that it may not be for me. (Survey respondent 6: SDA) 

On one hand, SDA represents a period of colonialism where the freedoms of 
deaf people were limited and led by hearing people, from a history of missioners, 
and a model of services that has now fallen out of favour (Ladd & Lane, 2013). 
Alternatively, some people still consider this type of service a necessity for 
people who are in need of additional support and such a model can be tolerated. 
This contentious issue highlights the fragile relationship between hearing and 
deaf people, and the risk of abdicating authority from local council mainstream 
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provision to a small group of hearing people, who become a resource of necessity 
for vulnerable deaf individuals. 

Action on Hearing Loss (AOHL) has a chequered history with the Deaf 
community. Its name changed from the Royal National Institute for the Deaf 
(RNID) to Action on Hearing Loss indicated some of the frustrations with their 
choices of terminology. AOHL is committed to the eradication of hearing loss 
and funds research in the field, while at the same time, they provide care homes 
in the city for deaf people with additional needs. 

Hearing aids are very important to most deaf people who need them, to improve 
their lives. They have their own rights/choices to have hearing aids. (Survey 
respondent 10: Action on Hearing Loss) 

I feel this charity is in more favour of hard of hearing rather than the profoundly 
deaf. I need them to share equally between disability groups and not just favour 
one. (Survey respondent 15: Action on Hearing Loss) 

They are only in it for the money. Plus, my cultural identity is not present. 
(Survey respondent 17: Action on Hearing Loss) 

The range of responses describes the necessity of its services for auxiliary aids 
and their work on developing technology to assist deaf people’s access to 
everyday facilities, such as a fire alarm or doorbell. When the data were 
collected, deaf people felt disenfranchised from the organisation when it changed 
from the Royal National Institute of the Deaf (RNID) to Action on Hearing Loss21 
(AOHL) with even the charity’s logo placing a strikethrough the word ‘loss.’ It 
reinforced the message that deafness should be eradicated and the purpose of the 
organisation was to seek a cure. At the same time, a range of services for deaf 
people were dropped including the provision of interpreter services and 
specialist care for deaf people with additional needs. The organisation 
symbolically moved away from sign language users and moved towards the 
prevention of hearing loss as a strategic direction. The loss of focus and 

 
21 At the time of writing, Action on Hearing Loss dropped its new name and returned to its 

original title, Royal National Institute of Deaf People. 
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borrowed capital from the leading organisation with royal command was a 
disappointing turn of events for many. 

The Cultural Crown knew the chosen images were contentious for the 
community and, while looking for a resolution, this survey has not provided 
them with an answer. Instead, the ambiguity of responses represents the 
discordances between perspectives and presentations of the Deaf self in their 
own community. While social theories, such as Ladd’s Deafhood (2003), Oliver’s 
social model of disability (Oliver, 1986), and Swain and French’s affirmative 
model (Swain & French, 2000) would help some of the respondents reframe their 
discourse and understand the context of society’s prejudices towards deaf people 
and sign language, they simply do not have access to this information nor have 
they received this type of education. This discordance has fed into an uncertainty 
over how their identity can be represented in society that supports their own 
futures and ambitions. In a sense, deaf people are institutionalised by their past 
engagements with educational establishments and medical practices; these deaf 
people continue to encounter hearing people’s self-fulfilling prophesies about the 
Deaf self and hearing people’s well-meaning but misguided aims. 

 
 

Divergence from the Cultural Crown 
 
The respondents to the Cultural Crown choices of images representing the 

Deaf community have successfully found congruency between certain images 
and identified areas of shared ambiguity for others. There are some that may 
seem important to the Cultural Crown but less important to members of this 
community. This section identifies these images and attempts to determine a 
possible cause for this disagreement. 

 
Folklore or myth-making 
The image of a Harry Potter film was one of the pictures supported by the 

Cultural Crown as a representation of the cultural significance of residential 
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schools. The long tables, the ritual of being with each other in large halls, the 
repurposed decrepit buildings, and the shared sense of burden were explicit in 
the image. The Cultural Crown group also referred to a narrative, mentioned in 
Chapter Four, concerning relationships between the pure bloods, half-bloods and 
muggles which was not dissimilar to the relationships between deaf families, 
deaf sign language users and oral deaf people (respectively). The political lines 
and how they were crossed and intersected were of interest (Czubek, 2005). 

 

 
Fig. 47: Image of Harry Potter film 

The deaf respondents scored the image with a median of 4.50 in the happiness 
index and 3.40 in the kindness index, which lies between non-specific and fairly 
happy/kind. The divisions between deaf and hearing people in the Deaf 
community placed them on either side of the discussion, with deaf people’s 
perception of slight happiness/kindness and hearing people’s disinterest. 

 
Image Happiness (D) Happiness (H)  Kindness (D) Kindness (H) 
Happy Potter 
film 

4.50 (4) 3.20 (4) 3.40 (4) 3.88 (4) 

Tab. 14: Comparison between deaf and hearing members of the Deaf community 
for the happiness and kindness indices on the topic of the Harry Potter film 

(median (Mo)) 

 
The Deaf community respondents shared their own discord: 
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Harry Potter's films - they are like Deaf community, close-knit. (Survey 
respondent 5: Harry Potter film) 

It doesn't remind me of Old Kent Road school which was my school. (Survey 
respondent 13: Harry Potter film) 

Not everyone understood that this picture was a representation of their school 
experience and a couple of responses focused on the accessibility of cinemas and 
TV: 

It’s good for deaf people to have subtitled films in all cinemas. But most of the 
cinema provides subtitled films in [sic] wrong time or not enough at all. (Survey 
respondent 8: Harry Potter film) 

There is an indication that the image represents the idea of ‘residential 
schools’ but the representation of an inner school division between signers and 
non-signers did not really come through. For some, this image represents 
symbolically an extended family with peers, signers like them, when they felt 
free to express themselves in BSL during breaktimes. Therefore, this image is a 
representation of folklore, a pertinent narrative that extends across generations, 
rather than a representation of real life (Sutton-Spence & Kaneko, 2017). 

Folklore is a principal method of myth-making and creating stories that retell 
of past successes and failures as encouragement of a way of life and ominous 
warnings of potential foes. This is not to say that these folklores are completely 
fabricated, but they represent moments in time that transcend generations, 
which, in part, are still relevant today although not always easily grasped (ibid). 

 
The memories of buildings 
The buildings mentioned in the images include the Deaf club on Carlton Hill, 

Hamilton Lodge School, and the commemorative blue plaque. I have included 
these images in this section because they respond to the previous section’s focus 
on the importance of people and people’s actions, as these would not have been 
pertinent there. 
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Fig. 48: Images of buildings 

 
 

Image Happiness (index (σ)) Kindness (index (σ)) 
Deaf club 3.06 (1,4) 2.79 (1,4) 
Hamilton Lodge School 6.15 (4,7) 5.50 (4,7) 
Blue plaque on old school 5.13 (7) 4.50 (4,7) 
Tab. 15: Comparison between the happiness and kindness indices on the topic of 
Deaf club, Hamilton Lodge School, and the commemorative blue plaque (median 

(Mo)). 

 
The range of opinion towards physical spaces were diverse and polarised to 

some degree. Hamilton Lodge School and the blue plaque on the site of the 
Brighton Institute on Eastern Road included a fairly good index rating, although 
the blue plaque fell short on kindness, which is to be expected because the school 
is now closed and there are no outcomes from the blue plaque except to create a 
permanent memory. 

It’s good to know the history of a person who had been living there or place of 
this building. (Survey respondent 10: Blue plaque) 

Fantastic day and a privilege to see in attendance two of the last pupils that 
attended the institute. The blue plaque should serve to remember all those 
children that might have found a surrogate "family" in the school, that have 
enjoyed (or not) the experience of education in this institution. (Survey 
respondent 16: Blue plaque) 

Two respondents were very clear about the importance of marking a site for 
the purpose of remembering its history, though one respondent did not 
understand the symbolism of a blue plaque and could not give the event or the 
site any importance. There was some appreciation of holding memories of 
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buildings because this school was an important inclusion to the build-up of 
Eastern Road by the Cheesman Brothers in the nineteenth century when the 
town was in its infancy; the building was purpose-built for the education of deaf 
children (Hoare, 2014). 

[The blue plaque] looks like something has been achieved for the benefit of the 
community either for hearing or deaf people. (Survey respondent 9: Blue plaque) 

Hamilton Lodge School was praised in various messages for its importance to 
the community but the photo evoked memories because it was the second 
building purchased for the purpose of establishing a new school in 1947. The 
photo is old and represents a different era compared to the school today. 

My old school. Mixed feelings as I had a lot of unpleasant time there. (Survey 
respondent 2: Hamilton Lodge School) 

I remember this. It is my old school. I was there from 3yo to 18yo, I arrived in 
1953 and left in 1968. I remember. I am happy to see the photo but I wasn't happy 
at school, I was very quiet and was bullied there. It was very strict, no signing 
allowed. Teachers don't think for the deaf – they didn't understand. They didn't 
sign what they mean. (Survey respondent 14: Hamilton Lodge School) 

Buildings are located in the history of a community; they are storehouses of 
narratives and evoke feelings that provide a sense of space and purpose. The 
memories ascribed to these buildings are championing the political status of the 
Deaf community, while also remembering the periods of oppression, emotional 
neglect and hostile practice hindering children’s abilities to communicate freely. 
They are also memories of survival, resurgence and reanimation of the Deaf self 
in defiance of their oppressor(s). The degree of memories is scalar from 
remembrance of a single event to recalling an institution, a way of life that is 
obscure to others and shared by few. The practice of folklore and myth-making 
accentuates the messages and removes all of the obscuring details, so that we 
who recount these memories can focus clearly on what is important or the 
messages that need to be recognised and honed further. 

The Deaf club on Carton Hill was not the first location for the club but it was 
the first removed from a religious institution, as the previous building was St 
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Stephen’s Church near Western Road. The indices placed the club firmly in the 
lower ends of the two indices and the comments were equally critical. 

[I have a] strong vomit reaction. [They will] never darken my doorstep [again]. 
(Survey respondent 4: Deaf club building) 

I was told that it would be nice to buy a smaller place. But it didn't happen. They 
got me to sign the paper to agree the sale, which I regret. I feel I am a fool to have 
listened to them. (Survey respondent 15: Deaf club building) 

I am happy there is a place but I found it to be quite hostile most of the time – it 
was a sub sub Deaf community. (Survey respondent 18: Deaf club building) 

I have never really used the Deaf Club or the Deaf association that were based in 
this venue. The few times I have been in such premises I found the staff and the 
few people in attendance were rather unwelcoming towards a member of the 
LGBT community or hearing people and interpreters, much to extrapolate from 
this comment, but I would prefer to leave it as that. (Survey respondent 17: Deaf 
club building) 

The comments suggest a community that is sore from the way the club and 
the Deaf association were organised and how the community was manipulated, 
marginalised for their differences, and how it was self-serving its own needs. The 
building has now been sold and the organisation has ceased but the feelings are 
not the same perhaps as those inspired by the early Hamilton Lodge School or 
Brighton Institution; the oppressors were both deaf and hearing people and there 
was no resistance movement with the ambition to correct the injustices they 
experienced. There are no heroes to remember, only abusers to forget. 

 
Material cultures 
The Cultural Crown selected two items that represented values that they 

identified with: namely, a painting of a sunset on a pebbled beach using 
handshapes; and a humanoid uniform huddle around a candle, made from 
stone. The respondents to the survey also responded positively but did not 
assign these items the same value. 
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Fig. 49: Images of material culture 

 
 

Image Happiness (index (σ)) Kindness (index (σ)) 

Painting 6.09 (7) 5.75 (7) 

Model/candle 6.00 (7) 5.67 (7) 

Tab. 16: Comparison between the happiness and kindness indices on the topic of 
a painting and a model/candle (median (Mo)). 

 
While the respondents could identify the cultural significance of the images, 

they were unsure how kindness would apply to them. Some individuals were 
not sure how to interpret the images at all. 

Not sure how to comment on this one. (Survey respondent 1: painting) 

Some were able to identify a genre of Deaf Art (i.e., De’VIA) or the moment 
when a deaf young person, who painted the picture, was praised for their work 
and received a prize for their achievements. 

Deaf Art where the young artist has used the hands and the sign to represents 
various elements of the environment that they wanted to represent. (Survey 
respondent 12: painting) 

I like the fact that it was created by a young person and used for an event. It was 
a lovely moment. (Survey respondent 13: painting) 
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The model or candle was more symbolic and the respondents were able to 

foster their own interpretation of the image and could identify other images of 
equal value. 

Nice to see everyone being part of one group, supporting each other no matter 
what. Everyone is equal. (Survey respondent 5: model/candle) 

Evocative of the community stay after closure in the evening of the deaf club, 
under the lamp, circular communication to be visible to each other... (Survey 
respondent 11: model/candle) 

One respondent identified the sense of unity and lightness with her own 
religious leanings and she was pleased to see a religious reference in the images. 

This looks like an object from a religious group. (Survey respondent 10: 
model/candle) 

There was one other item of material culture in the list of images, which was 
the set of blinds inside a home looking out into the street. This image was 
interpreted as lower down the two indices and did not register as at all 
important. This indicates that people generally identify with specific themes of 
togetherness, light, equality, uniformity, handshapes, in the line of sight, and 
family that represent the Deaf culture norms. 

While this section identifies potential divergences from the Cultural Crown, 
the respondents have not diverged completely. There is greater variation in 
responses, depending on their use of BSL, their exposure to common ideas, and 
the depth of their participation in the Deaf community. These themes carry value 
for individuals in terms of how they envisage themselves to be represented 
within their community.  

 
 

Multi-layered Perceptions of Community in Action 
 
The self-perception of one’s place in the Deaf community and one’s affinity 

with the representations of their identity is complex, depending on individual 
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experiences and the knowledge and opportunities with which they evaluate 
those experiences. This chapter has already identified differences between the 
deaf and hearing populations in the Deaf community; hearing people are in a 
privileged position and have closer understanding of the Cultural Crown’s ideas 
and metaphors. Deaf people do not receive any education on Deaf culture or a 
critical perspective on deaf and disabled lives; they may occupy an 
underprivileged position because of the education they have not received. 

 
Young people 
The King and Queen Pub was the location of an event that took place every 

two months when the entire pub was taken over by deaf people from the London 
and South East region with numbers easily reaching 200 to 300 people in one 
evening. The building was chosen for its ability to accommodate such high 
numbers and for no other reasons; the lighting is poor, the layout problematic, 
and the staff serving in the bar sometimes dismissive or even aggressive. 

The bouncer can't sign and seems oppressive. (Survey respondent 5: King and 
Queen pub) 

Some deaf people go there. I have been there and they look happy. There were 
hundreds of them. I think it was every two months. (Survey respondent 14: King 
and Queen pub) 

Great opportunity to see many people all at the same time in one venue. 
However, at the same time, sadness as you never have enough time to have a 
meaningful conversation with anyone as it is a constant interruption to say hi to 
someone else!... (Survey respondent 16: King and Queen pub) 

The King and Queen pub is a symbol of the pub rebel movement, which goes 
back to a string of pubs in Brighton and Hove as well as central London. The 
crowds are often younger people in their 20s and 30s and activities are centred 
around drinking, using BSL freely with a large group of people, and meeting up 
with friends from school. I remember when I was in my 20s and I used to 
frequent a pub near Victoria Station or Covent Garden in the 1990s; there were 
many good times to recall. The respondents to this survey are aged over 35 and 
are less likely to feel at home in the company of 20-year-olds. This is very much a 
young person’s space. 



 

   
 

222 
 
Ethnicity and gender 
One of the images includes a group of signers communicating freely with 

their tutor in sign language. The image is not specific to the Deaf community in 
Brighton and Hove but represents language freedom, showing a group of 
women who are ethnically different to most of the population in Brighton and 
Hove. The respondents perceived these images positively but there were other 
comments that painted a different picture: 

I feel that all children should be together and not segregated. I don't agree with 
it. We are English and we should stay English. They must learn the English way. 
And I don't agree with letterboxes. I agree with [Foreign Secretary] Johnson, 
because I can't lipread them! (Survey respondent 12: Signing with tutor) 

Love the positive image of happy women but what it has to do with Brighton? 
(Survey respondent 16: Signing with tutor) 

While self-fulfilling prophesies related to racial differences are prevalent in all 
aspects of society, including this community, some individuals could not make 
the leap that the ethnicity of the group was not essential to the discourse; 
however, it was the relationship between the tutor and students that was a 
utopian representation of an education without communicative barriers. Some 
people could not achieve this conceptual leap. Alternatively, other people 
associated the image with deaf people’s ability to travel and engage with deaf 
people who use other signed languages more easily; this is perceived as a 
cultural asset of the sign language world we live in. 

Reminds me my travels, to meet international deaf community. Made me joyful. 
(Survey respondent 5: Signing with tutor) 

 
Political resistance 
The image of the policeman standing above a group of protestors who are 

blocking the traffic as a form of peaceful resistance was a well-known image of 
the march for the recognition of British Sign language as a bona fide language; 
the responses to this image were not prominent. The event took place 20 years 
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ago and may no longer remain a community narrative for some of the 
respondents. 

Is the policemen signing? Sorry what is happening in this photograph? (Survey 
respondent 1: Protesters) 

Other respondents were actually present at the event and could remember its 
significance, as well as the importance of civil action in order to impose a rule 
change or the creation of new laws and new rights. While the comments below 
identify strongly with the reasons for peaceful protest, others reduced the images 
to an exhibition of violence or a criticism of the police officer. 

Being kind to ourselves through protest action. (Survey respondent 17: 
Protesters) 

Remember this. it was BSL march: the policeman signed to the protectors [sic]. 
(Survey respondent 18: Protesters) 

 
Online communities 
The Cultural Crown group were sensitive to the fact that the community is 

now relying on virtual spaces to continue the Deaf community. The importance 
of virtual spaces was discussed in Chapters Six and Eight but the change is 
progressive for older and younger people alike. Deaf Answers was a Facebook 
group creating a space for deaf people to share their own narratives in BSL, 
while this group has now ceased, there are many others and the go-to group at 
the time of writing is Deafland. The conversations and mixture of topics closely 
correlate with the conversations that used to take place in deaf clubs, which are 
closing rapidly. 

The respondents did not find these groups to be particularly important as 
sites enabling happiness and kindness. 

It’s unkind and annoying. That woman seems to be very frustrating because she 
is deaf. She needs to have more help. (Survey respondent 10: Facebook group) 

I never use Facebook. I like meeting with new people, meeting people face to 
face. There isn't enough information for me to make use of Facebook. (Survey 
respondent 12: Facebook group) 
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Quite exposing place but it is a space where I can be Deaf. (Survey respondent 
16: Facebook group) 

The transition from physical to virtual spaces is perceived as a necessity for 
the survival of the Deaf community, but the nature of these spaces is wrought 
with problems. They are exposing, invite criticism from strangers, and the 
conversation in these groups does not appeal to everyone. In the past, deaf clubs 
provided a source of respite from barriers to communication in public life and 
the workplace; they were places deaf people could relax and be themselves. 
Today, the inbox stream of mini vlogs in BSL can provide respite at any time of 
the day and without needing to travel to a local deaf club. 

Deaf people live multi-faceted, intersectional lives and engage with people in 
different ways. Sign language is a visual manual language and an utterance from 
one person to another can be seen explicitly from afar; it is harder to have a 
private conversation. Our signs reveal who we are including our gender, 
sexuality, ethnicity, disability, age, and economic status; our signs express 
emotively and facial expressions are grammatically essential to forming a 
message. It is difficult to hide a part of who we are for fear of prejudice or 
judgement. Outside of this community, our status is protected by law and the 
pressure of law is felt in all parts of society; there is a level of self-editing, 
especially in professional settings where mistakes can have severe consequences. 
The law is written in English and largely inaccessible to deaf people who use 
sign language. It is harder to remind people in the Deaf community what their 
legal obligations are; clubs and Facebook groups are sometimes poorly regulated 
and prejudice might be supported by those in authority. 

At the start of this chapter, I introduced the idea of a Deaf utopia defined and 
promoted by the Cultural Crown, but the reality of deaf people across all sectors 
of the community do not always share the same cultural references. The use of 
cultural references is dependent on the individual’s access to education in order 
to understand social sciences concepts including Deaf and disability theories, 
some of which deaf and hearing professionals have access to. If these self-
actualisations are not realised, then the narrative of medical practitioners and 
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educators subsumes the perceptions of their Deaf selves, becoming the norm 
(Branson and Miller, 2002). In essence, the cultural and social capital of the Deaf 
community are the liberators of colonial violence but the community is not 
without its own problems because the solutions are held by the few, the Cultural 
Crown. 
 

 

Conclusion 
 
The Cultural Crown imagines a utopian ideal based on symbolic 

representations of a Deaf life that has embodied its assets, especially British Sign 
Language, the shared deaf experience and the relationship with shared 
community actions in spaces (Kusters, 2010). There are some clear 
representations of community, mutual benefit, equality and uniformity within 
the community’s cultural mores. Their activities and movements within the 
community are led by people, but their faces are obscured by the spirit of 
common mutuality. In a utopian mindset, there are no leaders, no celebrities, no 
notoriety (which do exist in reality): only people working together equally for the 
common good. 

Deaf identities are not singular and their experiences are not uniform; the 
interpretation of Deaf utopian dreams are not supported by real-life experiences. 
Deaf people are oppressed by deaf and hearing people alike, but the oppressing 
environments have led to an underground resistance in which memories are 
cherished and their buildings become memorials. Moreover, the experience of 
oppression shared by deaf people, where there were no resistance movements or 
winners, are cast aside as a difficult moment in history that is chosen to be 
forgotten. The representations of cultural symbols and metaphors are personal 
and individuals can choose to partake or not. 

Deaf and hearing people who are educated as professionals in social, deaf and 
disability theories are able to form ideas about deaf people and the Deaf 
community quickly and adapt their behaviours accordingly, while deaf people 
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who have not received such knowledge are at risk of interpreting ideas 
differently, heavily influenced by their past oppressors. Knowledge of social 
theories can liberate colonised peoples and Deaf culture provides the means to 
engage with the world differently, not as subalterns to hearing normative values 
but to a world where a Deaf self is empowered by their peers. 

The perpetuators of these cultural values are in fact the Cultural Crown and 
the hearing privileged who have access to formal education, while the so-called 
‘grassroots’ are limited by their educational opportunities, their dependency on 
institutions and their choice to stay with the familiar. I chose not the use 
‘grassroots’ in this fashion because it does not fit with how ‘grassroots’ is 
commonly defined. Perhaps the Cultural Crown are actually the grassroots and 
holders of Deaf culture, but they should be defined by a name that is less 
judgemental and quantifiable by their actual experiences. This group is part of a 
‘deaf neighbourhood’ limited by educational, experiential and engaging 
opportunities to develop their Deaf selves. By contrast, deaf and hearing people 
who are part of the Deaf community, who have travelled, studied their 
community and exposed themselves to other lives apart from their own, have 
greater cultural capital. In Chapter Eight, I interview six people to explore how 
culture is performed through micro preconscious actions, as an attempt to 
understand how culture materialises in day-to-day actions. This is another asset 
of the Deaf community’s cultural capital. 
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Chapter Eight: Evaluating the Performativities of the 
Deaf Community 
 

 

Introduction 
 
Our bodies – the signing body – move around space, navigate the landscape 

and form cultural connections with other bodies. This is what constitutes a 
community. The micro-actions of performance, in context, reveal the cultural 
patterns that bridge idiosyncratic movements into a web of mutually performed 
actions. McCormack (2008) suggests that it is not important to consider the body 
itself but the manner in which bodies navigate through spaces, where certain 
movements can be identified as in line with other bodies of a similar self-
representation. This work can enable us to develop a new vocabulary to help 
comprehend how movements specific to the Deaf community can be understood. 
I have realised that it is the mundane and banal, which we mostly disregard and 
pay no attention to, that we need to observe; after all, it is these actions that 
manifest into cultural norms (Rose, 2018).  

Young et al. (2020) described the engagement of deaf people with their 
surroundings such as their interactions with tangible elements including material 
cultures, their mental states and their networks (ontics), which led to a revealing 
of one’s sense of being that is a product of their actions (ontologies). It was my 
intention to focus on the individuals’ physical interactions that may reveal how 
they position themselves within the Deaf community. I specifically chose not to 
start from the representations of one’s identity in a bid to understand how the 
Deaf community constitutes itself through human action. Epistemologically, the 
repetition and the descriptions of why such actions were prevalent helped me to 
understand how the different senses of self brings about a complex social 
structure. 

The content of this chapter derives from one-to-one interviews, as well as 
conversations with other respondents at different stages in the investigation, 
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whereby individuals were asked to describe the actions they perform or have 
performed in the Deaf community or community spaces. I start by describing the 
main themes covered in the semi-structured interviews, which have provided me 
with the framework to identify community ideas expressed by several 
respondents, while also marking the differences expressed by some. I explored 
the following themes:  

• Actions that are commonly performed in community spaces 

• The range and extent of networks and their agency 

• The relationship between actions of the past and the present, which 
may be tied to certain community spaces  

• The relationship between the real and virtual, as well as the migration 
from physical to virtual spaces 

• The relationship with time which results in spontaneous and organised 
response to community participation.  

Performativity (Dewsbury, 2000) is the gap between the subconscious acts, 
behaviours, and performance that is perceived as fitting within the cultural 
norms of a specific community. Therefore, the performative is the difference 
between the two and how certain acts we perform constitute a community 
identity. Performativity is the study of these differences and the ways in which 
individual acts culminate in a cultural way of life. McCormack (2003), in the 
early days of non-representational thought, inferred this paradigm shift in 
human geography would compel researchers to observe real actions because it 
would be more ethical to do so. This position echoed the similar shift in Deaf 
Studies, when the researcher’s positionally leading the inquiry was superseded 
by other approaches, such as ontologies and epistemologies (Kusters, et al., 
2017a). 

The observation of performances of deaf people’s actions within the 
community is guided by Thrift’s (2008) non-representational thought and the 
idea that the body is free to move within spaces and networks and shifts between 
communities and identities. This position invited a critique that the “body is 
marked and sticky” (Lorimer, 2008, p. 553) to a point that the ability to move is 
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dependent on how our bodies are shaped and the abilities our bodies may have. 
The usual conclusion is that the deaf body has a common difference of being 
unable to hear but this would be a reductionist statement because ‘hearingness’ 
is varied and subjective. The physicalness of our bodies is also related to the 
accessories we wear on our ears, the way our eyes move to catch lips and facial 
expressions, the manner in which our hands move in space to send messages; 
they are all means through which our bodies would be marked differently 
(Graham & Tobin, 2019). This suggests a relationship between the physical 
parameters of deafness, the emotive representations of the Deaf self and how 
deaf people perform within interconnected spaces. The essentialism of modernist 
discourse and the irony of post-modernist critique are both interdependent 
because one cannot separate the corporeality of ‘hearing loss’ without also 
exploring the narrative of deaf people’s lived experiences. 

Vermeulen and van den Akker (2010) described ‘metamodernism’ as an 
oscillation between the modernist descriptions and postmodernist discourses, 
which results in a boundless neoromantic rediscovery. The oscillation between 
the corporeality of ‘hearing-ness’ and the critical analysis of the embodied 
spaces, are complicated by imperialist, colonialist, power disparities and abuses 22, 
and creates opportunities for a metamodernist discourse of ‘phenomenological 
inbetweenness.’ Performativity is one of the specificities of metamodernism as it 
explores the difference between what is performed compared to what is 
expected. In the same vein, a sign language person cannot escape the reality of a 
community of sign language people that comprises people with a hearing loss, so 
we, as a community, oscillate between the reforming of utopic sign language-
centric spaces and the utilisation of residual hearing. The Deaf community 
includes non-deaf people and people of varying audiological profiles, it is only 
essential that each member has the ability to sign, while at the same time, the 
contradictions of the sign language foci and deaf propriety are paradoxical.  

 
22 Following the discussion on symbols that were known to be incongruent presented in 

Chapter Seven. Those symbols represented a discordance within the Deaf community between: 
imperialism and saviours, colonialists and rescuers, challenging control and borrowed power 
structures, and abusers and enablers. 
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The neoromanticism of the Deaf self is also a reimagination and rediscovery 

of the community’s potential to exceed further than its definition, hence the 
sphere of reach, through realising the community’s cultural capital and people’s 
aptitude for cultural manoeuvrability. In short, a metamodern lens would imply 
a neoromantic turn that is, paradoxically, an identity without limits, a 
community without boundaries, or a place but not a place, or, in other words, an 
a-topic metaxis (Vermeulen & van den Akker, 2010). 

 
 

Themes for Discussion 
 
At the end of the survey, the respondents were asked if they wished to be part 

of the second phase which included a sketch map and a semi-
structured/walking interview. From the 29 respondents, 6 chose to be 
interviewed. As part of the process, I engaged with each respondent and 
negotiated where they wanted to meet, which they felt accommodated their 
preferences. My original intention was to walk with them making notes of their 
deliberations but the process became too problematic with the need to sign, be 
aware of light and surroundings, make notes and walk all at once. In most cases, 
the respondent preferred to sit down in a place of their own choosing, and our 
conversation often moved to the place we sat in, our location in the room, the 
relationships with the server, the choice of street, the ambiance, the lighting, and 
so on. In a sense, we were walking with our eyes, rather than our feet (Wylie, 
2002). 

Interviews took place in cafes: one in Shoreham-by-Sea, one in Brighton, and 
four in Hove. By comparison, a pub or restaurant would not be bright enough 
whereas a community centre would lack the ambiance for a meaningful 
conversation; therefore, a cafe had the perfect combination of light, appropriate 
location, coffee and comfortable chairs. The interview in Brighton started in the 
cafe but the respondent shared information that distressed them, which required 
me to stop short and postpone some of the questions, and we met a few weeks 
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later online through a webcam. The interviewee was sitting in her parent’s house 
in France and I in my office. 

The themes for the semi-structured interview were formed on the basis of my 
reading around performativity and the trial interview23 I attempted in my first 
year. In my reflections on the performativity of deaf people within this 
community, I was interested in their actions, the type of actions used within 
different networks, the actions used in different locations, the actions that have 
history, and the actions that change temporally. All of the sections started with 
the sentence, “When you participate in the Deaf community …”, which was 
followed with a question about a specific aspect. In the semi-structured 
interview, I was sensitive to who they were and the topics they wished to explore 
in a bid to engage with them well. I ensured the first question set the tone for the 
rest of the interview. The exact questions in the interview directive can be found 
in Chapter Three. 

This section focused on the range of actions that could take place when 
meeting someone for the first time or re-familiarising oneself with a friend. I was 
keen to start off with questions that were easy to answer, such as question 2: 
“First contact? Hugs, kisses, handshakes, high fives …” On occasion, the 
respondent replied with “I don’t know” and paused for thought. I perceived this 
as a moment for re-adjustment from what is expected in an interview setting to 
the actual purpose of this encounter.  

In some cases, respondents had a greater online presence whereas others 
assigned less importance to social media. There were differences in gender, 
ethnicity, nationality and sexuality in this group; as a result, their replies in this 
section gave a way for me to identify which of the following sections were 
important to them. Moreover, in the sketch map part of the interview process, 
the respondents revealed their understanding of real and virtual spaces, and the 
map was sometimes used as a source for further conversation.  

A performative action is a movement that requires the individual to make a 
concerted decision which is considered acceptable within the community or is 

 
23 Described in chapter three. 
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actioned with intent for a desired response. Ultimately, a performed action has 
the intent to impose one’s will on the other party, and they are expected to infer 
the intent and respond in kind. For example, a person leaning towards another 
person at a first encounter is an invitation for the other to kiss each other’s cheek. 
The range of performative actions are culturally bound and differ greatly from 
one culture to another. The cumulation of recorded actions would enable us, the 
researcher and reader of this thesis, to draw out ideas that could construe how a 
Deaf community functions in practice and realise its corresponding social and 
cultural capital. 

The questions are grouped into five sections that focus on, first, the 
performative actions; second, the networks; third, the locations of importance; 
fourth, the memories of place; and fifth, the temporality of events. In the section 
on ‘networks’, I wanted to explore the range of actions related to different groups 
of people the respondents might engage with, and how they adjusted their 
actions or behaviours according to the rules of these networks. This is not to 
assume that networks may exist in physical or virtual spaces but to explore the 
relationship between different networks and engagement between networks of 
different types. 

The importance of geographical locations has been explored in Chapter Five 
wherein survey respondents were asked what locations were significant to the 
Deaf community. Chapter Six explored the relationships between locations, and 
Chapter Seven helped to identify the values of these locations through emotional 
mapping. Chapter 8 explores this in more detail to help identify the choices and 
corresponding actions associated with these locations. In addition, the identified 
locations, up until this point, were focused primarily on buildings and sites of 
importance that would be identified as a ‘Deaf place.’ I also wanted to identify 
locations that were less significant, sites that might emerge at different times or 
existential spaces that do not correspond to any established location. 

While this investigation focuses on the present and what actions the 
individual has performed in space within it, I am aware that some actions may 
be associated with past actions and the present is a repeat of that past. If the 
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respondent was aware of the historical importance, I wanted to identify how that 
historical emphasis came about and whether they had reflected consciously, or 
unconsciously, on the relationship between past and present actions. 

I was aware that recalled accounts of historical actions were often formed 
variably and their quality depended on the extent of one’s memories, which are 
most probably not recorded and are open to interpretation. I wanted to explore 
whether the respondent was aware that the description of past actions, or actions 
of historical significance, was an actual account or a myth. I draw on my 
previous work on oral history, which explored the relationship between memory 
and myth (Walker in Boys, 2014; Ritchie, 2011, p. 165). 

The relationship between space and time has been referenced in various 
disciplines, not least in geography. The relationship between actions in space and 
time were explored to see if there were variations between actions at different 
times of the week or day, or in different frequency or speed. I was aware that 
sign language itself operates at a different speed to English and visual concepts 
are more easily expressed in BSL while abstract ideas are more easily expressed 
in English. If a language has a different speed, how does this impact on the 
actions expected from people who use it? 

Furthermore, an acceptable timeframe of actions in relation to different events 
was explored as well as whether some actions were easier or more difficult to 
execute. I was aware that deaf people required more time to commit themselves 
to an event, possibly due to a lack familiarity or conflicts between personal and 
community demands, but I was not sure how this was actioned or evaluated, or 
whether there was a consensus on what is enough time and what is not. 

Consequently, mapping the Deaf community can reveal the spatial co-
existence, collusions and contentions between this community and the wider 
society within the urban landscape. Following Lorimer's assertion that the body 
is marked, the performance of body movements within space could be 
determined by the sign language or Deaf body and how it moves spatially. A 
resulting map could reveal phonocentric/Anglocentric influences as well as how 
this community positions itself. A critical analysis would examine the potential 
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for conflict, marginalisation and social exclusion expressed through normative 
ideas and public prejudice. Evidence of such limitations will become clear if it is 
prevalent in how Deaf people perform. 

The manner in which deaf people perform within community spaces suggests 
how the community itself is salient, structured and culturally manifested. The 
accrued micro-actualisations (Dopfer, Foster & Potts, 2004) from different 
individuals, all of whom share the same membership of the Deaf community, 
creates a multi-layered web of performed actions constituting a community. In 
an attempt to evaluate ‘what is the Deaf community?’, it is the individual actions, 
rather than the narratives, that enable us to garner a comprehensive realisation of 
how a linguistic minority community exists. 
 
 

Performative Actions 
 

In the process of performing one’s cultural identity and place within the Deaf 
community, certain actions are expected when certain situations arise. While 
there may be commonality between different individuals and agreements on 
which actions or behaviours fit with a given situation, there are also differences 
that may be influenced by an individual’s self-perception of what is acceptable 
and what is not, which might be further influenced by other identities. This 
section identifies the scope and range of performances and indicated differences 
and possible explanations. 

While my actual encounter with each respondent began with a gentle hug and 
an additional kiss on the cheek for female respondents, I am influenced by the 
fact that I knew all of the people who agreed to be interviewed. My relationship 
with each person is on the basis of my own intersectional identities as a deaf, gay 
man of Jewish heritage, which the respondents knew of and responded to in 
kind. The respondents in the interviews have been identified by a name in this 
thesis, which is either their actual name or a pseudonym. The respondents were 
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asked specifically how they wished to be identified in the text. I would like to 
introduce them to you as Emma, Eytan, Parveen, Marielle, Lee and Lulu.  

All of the above are in the 40s-to-60s age range with different socioeconomic 
status and different levels of professional roles from care work to education as 
well as unemployment and retirement. What was abundantly clear is they all 
perceived this community to be at the heart of their existence because when they 
were initially asked the same question (“Are you a member of the Deaf 
community?”) all their responses were ”Yes” (although some were participating 
more or less due to circumstances at the time). There were further contributions 
from digressions in the survey stage, especially when I interviewed respondents 
directly due to individual needs; I noted their side comments about how they 
reacted to the photos. There were also three more individuals who were part of 
the Cultural Crown group selecting photos in the elicitation survey, and I am 
reflecting on their contribution and roles within the community because they 
have a professional function to support deaf people within this community. 
Their pseudonyms are Monique, Tom and Ollie. More details about each 
respondent can be found in Appendix Seven. 

Lee described the process of greetings as “wave hello, hug goodbye”, a social 
rule that he has always adhered to and it applied to all situations he was in 
(Jones & Pullen, 1992). It was suggested the Deaf community has as cultural 
norm of being closer physically than people outside the community. It is my 
opinion that the uniformity of closeness is a demonstration of ‘solidarity’, as 
discussed in Chapter Five. This physical action indicates the removal of all 
barriers because deaf people are unified by a common experience and status 
within the community. Such methods are not very different to pecks on the cheek 
by the French and Italians, or naked saunas in Finland and bathhouses (sento or 
onsen) in Japan; their aim is to disarm any latent conflict and re-establish a level 
playing field to enable people to connect. Despite this, there is a variation in the 
approach of a hug: two people came from French and Asian roots and suggested 
two kisses on the cheeks were acceptable, rather than the one. This suggests there 
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is a variation between gender, age, ethnicity and sexuality where kissing on the 
cheek would be perceived as common practice. 

Furthermore, eye contact was described as an essential behaviour for any 
engagement between two deaf people, but not only that, the eye contact must 
take place at the same level, so it was important to stand up in order to achieve 
that eye contact, greet or hug, then sit down (Siple, 1994). Uneven eye levels 
would imply a change of authority or a desire not to be disturbed. Eye contact is 
part of a common social rule within this community but the effects of eye level 
were a new realisation for me. 

In the case of age differences, high fives and fist bumps are gestures 
associated with the younger generation, though parents may carry out these 
moves with their children and they may appear in some workplaces. Such 
gesticulations (Kusters & Sahasrabudhe, 2018) might replace hugs in situations 
where it is not deemed appropriate or difficult to perform in the company of 
hearing people, who have their own rules of personal distance and physical 
contact. However, many would continue regardless and keep the greeting short 
with what Emma described as a “quick hug, chat and then back to work.” 

One of the most common questions when two people meet for the first time is 
to ask “SCHOOL WHICH?” or “which school did you go to?” The question of 
the individual’s educational heritage is a common feature and well known 
within the Deaf community as a means to identify who the person might be in 
accordance to their own social networks. Each school has their own networks 
and groups of children often remain friends well into adulthood, but modern 
generations of young deaf people are more likely to attend a mainstream school 
and this introductory question no longer offers the same opportunity to reveals 
one’s status in the community. It was noticeable that this question is no longer 
the ‘go-to’ question in a new conversation; may instead ask about the 
individual’s school, work or geographical network, identify a common friend, 
which places them in the same sub-community, or sharing an acquaintance of 
both parties for familiarity. This approach to a conversation starter is well known 
and repeated amongst several respondents. 
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There were other safe topics available, such as the individual’s employment 

situation and the reasons why they were there. Alternatively, conversations 
about health were generally avoided and people who did not attend school in the 
UK would avoid questions about education. The strategy for starting a healthy 
conversation was to identify what Parveen suggested was a ‘hot topic’, which 
might be related to current affairs of the Deaf community, such as recent events, 
arguments and debates online, or gossip. For clarity, the current affairs of this 
community are not the same range of topics related to the current affairs of the 
non-deaf British population. 

Parveen provided a very different answer, suggesting that she would never 
ask about people’s wellbeing and felt that no topic was actually ‘safe.’ She felt it 
was important to protect her own privacy by intentionally respecting the privacy 
of others. Parveen does not seem to follow any convention of conversation 
starters, contrasting with my own cultural norm of starting with typical safe 
topics like the weather. The intent not to follow such rules creates a sense of 
awkwardness, and I was unclear about the intent of her message (e.g., intent to 
express a statement, a criticism, or a question). I am aware that this behaviour 
was not specifically directed towards me but her interactions with others in 
general. 

The amount of time people offer each encounter is greatly dependent on the 
type of relationship the respondents have with each other. The common message 
is that the maximum time is between two to three hours for a single meeting but 
it can be shortened to 30 minutes if with someone they feel less comfortable 
about. The degree of comfort could be due to the range of common interests or 
the differences in communication between them. Contrary to common belief, BSL 
is not used in the same way in all parts of the Deaf community. Some use Sign 
Supported English, a contact language that follows a mix of BSL and English 
rules; some use spoken English and lipread each other. Some use a mixture of all 
three. The complexity of communication choices related to the education regime 
the person was exposed to, which also changed over generations. From my own 
observations, these educational interventions have fragmented the community 
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into small pockets who share the same means of communication but are unable 
to engage with each other. The respondents who are adept communicators and 
central to this community are able to move, to some extent, from one group to 
another, which adds to their Cultural Crown status. 

I have a few friends I meet for just a half an hour. They communicate through 
spoken English and I have to lipread them. I can only cope for a short while. 
(Emma) 

I meet up with friends, say hello and have a chat – just let the conversation flow. 
(Marielle) 

Communication fatigue is a topic that is often discussed in the Deaf 
community, especially in the context of education, where the efforts required to 
communicate far exceed the energy required to communicate in BSL (Noon, 
2013). The length of engagement with peers can depend on many factors but 
communication fatigue was suggested as a reason for a shorter meeting. 
Lipreading is mentally tiring because words on the lips are not the same from 
person to person, and words can look the same; lipreading often resorts to 
guesswork and has less successful communication outcomes than BSL. 

A Deaf event or trip to the Deaf club would always have a time limit but 
Mindess (2014) suggested there was a Deaf Standard Time when people could 
remain outside the event, way past closure, to continue their conversation ‘under 
the lamp post.’ Deaf people often work in companies where they may be one of a 
few deaf employees in the workplace and a weekly or monthly trip to meet with 
deaf friends in the club would last for hours. “Deaf club was the centre of my 
community; it was my home as a young person” (Parveen). 

An annual event would attract thousands of deaf people to one location and 
they would gather in their hotels to continue their conversations late into the 
night: “The best conversations are always in the early hours of the morning, 
when everyone has gone to bed and only the die-hards remain” (Parveen). Some 
of the respondents attended these events in the hope of these rare moments and 
intentionally sought these opportunities out, without necessarily lending the 
event itself much importance. The hunt for these encounters, which include a 
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mixture of deep reflections and light humour, are moments of considerable value 
to some of the respondents. Lee said, “I attend parties in people’s homes 
regularly and sign late into the night”, but he never had the confidence to 
organise a party of his own. 

Mindess (2014) would commonly refer to the processes deaf people use to 
leave an event and ensure they have said their farewells to as many people as 
possible. Quite often, the farewell process could take as long as the evening itself. 
This point is a common memory for many of us from the days of Deaf pubs, Deaf 
clubs and annual social events. 

Besides arriving at events late, another element of Deaf time is staying late at 
gatherings such as parties. In Deaf-only parties, this behaviour goes unremarked 
upon because it is expected. (Mindess, 2014, p. 61) 

The group I have interviewed are mostly in the 40-plus age range and their 
tolerance of long hours of recreation varied. There was a sense that these 
memories were part of their youth and no longer possible in their older age. 
Eytan said, “I am now more assertive about time”, as he picks the occasions that 
most suits his needs. I take this as an ongoing personal dialogue about time and 
what time people give to themselves and others, or perhaps this represents their 
desire to change their relationship with time but often fail to do so, as suggested 
by Emma. 

In the days when telecommunications actually meant a dial-up telephone, 
deaf people were largely excluded from the ability to contact a third party 
remotely. All communication took place face-to-face and the ability to make 
arrangements was considerably slower and laborious. Deaf people would 
regularly make arrangements to meet at the Deaf club before moving onto their 
final destination and if they missed each other, they would pin a note on the 
notice board. For this reason, the Deaf club was not only a location to meet but to 
make arrangements about other events and activities with no relevance to the 
Deaf club itself. The evolution of telecommunications is one of the reasons why 
deaf people no longer felt the need to use the club as a centre of communication, 
and they have since gained more independence (Lang, 2000, Harper, 2003). Text 
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messaging and video calls are modern technologies that do away with the need 
for a central focal point and deaf people have more autonomy over when and 
how they might communicate with each other. If they text, the development of 
emojis and memes have enabled people with less confidence in English, to 
communicate their emotions and intent more accurately. 

Many of the respondents described how they remain in contact with their 
peers through video and text messaging, which allows them to stay in contact 
with their peers before a meeting, during meetings, and continuing the 
conversations after they have met. This ability to be in contact and remain in 
contact has changed deaf people’s relationship with dedicated spaces and the 
community has developed more flexibility to shape their own immediate 
community and develop new structures (Valentine & Skelton, 2008). Emma 
suggests that, “my mobile phone is so valuable – it allows me to arrange things 
immediately.” In a similar vein, the impact of many technological developments, 
such as the microwave and washing machine, have focused on time-saving. 
Equitably, the evolution of telecommunications for deaf people is a recent (since 
1990s) time-saver that has been afforded to hearing people since the early parts 
of the twentieth century; the technological shift in the last 30 years has had a 
dramatic impact on the day-to-day actions of deaf people in their community. 

With the loss of dedicated spaces for the Deaf community, places are now 
hired and shaped temporarily to meet their needs. The respondents described 
how they arrange their diaries to include all of the activities they wished to be 
part of. Lulu had her weekly plans: “I prefer meet-ups in the mornings; walks on 
Monday; yoga on Friday; and film club every third Monday.” In essence, Deaf 
spaces are more spread out or even change locations week by week, but they are 
held at regular times to an extent that the frequency is enough. The regularity of 
these spaces is essential to ensure the security of this community so that it gives a 
perception of saliency and semi-permanency. Consequently, the lost Deaf club 
spaces have transitioned to online locations, such as Facebook, offering the same 
patterns of regularity, but now access is dependent on their literacy levels, which 
may marginalise some. Emma and Eytan were much more active on Facebook 
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and WhatsApp groups, whereas Parveen and Lee were less so; the former two 
enjoying a better relationship with English than the latter. 

Quite often, the spaces hosting the Deaf community are used by other 
populations in Brighton and Hove and some locations have demonstrated a 
particular enthusiasm to open their spaces to this community. The Dome theatre, 
the Brighton Vegan Festival, and the Depot cinema in Lewes were mentioned 
specifically by some of the respondents. The regularity of the Depot cinema and 
the coincidental cinema club was because the cinema offers a range of subtitled 
films, all on the same day, so that patrons can catch up with various films and 
enjoy reflections between screenings. This is an example of specific decisions 
formed by non-deaf people and how the Deaf community has capitalised on 
these decisions and turned them into cultural assets. This was particularly true 
for Eytan who made it his ambition to identify venues with a remote connection 
to the Deaf community, such as a member of staff with deaf family members, 
staff that could sign or space designed with deaf people in mind. He would 
promote these spaces and encourage people to use them as an alternative and 
temporary community space. 

 
 

Network and Agency 
 
The multiplicity of networks, links and alliances through an assemblage of 

power influenced by ideas of Foucault and Deleuze (Eriksson, 2005), that Deaf 
people may be a member of allows them to infiltrate different spaces of political 
authority and cultural/linguistic assets and formulate their places in the world, 
along with their intersectional identities and variations of fluidity (Valentine, 
2007). The essentialist position would give rise to whether ‘deafness’ itself is the 
central habitus of each network or whether sign language provides the vehicle 
for network participation. As mentioned in the introduction and in the last 
chapter, I aim to complicate habitus into various spheres of reach which further 
accentuate the cultural capital of the Deaf community. Similarly, each network’s 
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agency depends on its participants and its reach within different Bourdieusian 
habitus in this community as well as the communities of others or the 
mainstream networks of the host society of this cultural linguistic minority group 
(Maton, 2013; O’Brien & Emery, 2014). This raises the question of whether these 
agencies carry importance and credibility in the context of the community and 
whether it has a political, fiscal, and cultural manoeuvrability beyond. 
Controversially, the lack of agency in a wider context creates a loss of power and 
increased marginalisation, but the impact of segregated and oppressive 
education has resulted with the opposite, a more nuanced and entrenched 
cultural practice and linguistic enrichment. Agency is not a force unto itself but 
changes with time and fashion that may place some networks at the forefront of 
the community’s identity or abandon them completely. 

The creation of sites for sociality and social engagement, as networks, 
contributes to the overall conviviality of the Deaf community (Rishbeth & 
Rogaly, 2018). Individual actions suggest whether the community is inviting and 
pluralistic or segregated and with boundaries, and the forces to pull one way or 
the other change with time. This is not to say that there is an intention to create a 
closed, uniform community to a point that it no longer has agency in mainstream 
society but the external forces of threat (e.g., austerity, educational regimes, 
medical oppression) invoke a response to develop one way or the other.  

Lee described a network of friends, two in Brighton and two ”from the 
north”, who all share a similar perspective rooted in the arts, photography, and 
self-expression. He has a love for travel and exploring new cultures, and 
identifies himself as multicultural, due to his passion for finding new places. He 
is part of an orienteering group24 that competes internationally and travels across 
Europe. The networks Lee is part of are clearly defined and the invitation of new 
members would be daunting. Regardless, the respondent had a philosophical 
perspective of his place in the local neighbourhood. 

 
24 Lee explained that the orienteering group is made up of non-deaf people who compete internationally, none of his 
peers in this group are able to sign. 
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If there are problems locally, I know I can always go to another part of the 
country and seek out the Deaf community there. (Lee) 

Emma, Lee, and Eytan identified with certain locations in the UK where they 
could comfortably ask to stay with a friend and this extended network provided 
a security that local problems were not necessarily permanent ones. They talked 
proudly of different locations such as Portsmouth, Derby, Ipswich, Hull, Wales, 
Manchester, and so on. Furthermore, Marielle often travels back to France to 
meet with relatives, and able to renew their contacts with local groups (e.g., 
theatre or the Arts) and would venture to these parts of the country and still offer 
their time as volunteers for local events before returning back to the UK. She 
volunteered for events that offer support for families in her home town. Many of 
the respondents had a sphere of reach extending far beyond the boundaries of 
Brighton and Hove and they could easily call those places home, if needed, 
because they know the Deaf community in those locations. This suggests that the 
position of this community is not entrenched in physical locations close to one’s 
home but more spread into other pockets of ‘home.’ This would extend the idea 
that the Deaf community is a diaspora in the sense that it is dispersed beyond 
regional or national borders, but still the same ‘Deaf community.’ 

In Chapter Six, I described how a national inter-school competition would 
introduce deaf children from different schools. Children in residential schools 
had little opportunity to interact with other deaf children outside of their 
institution and young deaf people would ‘discover’ other deaf people within the 
community after they left school. Emma recounted how she had met students 
from other schools through regional and national sport competitions. She 
recalled how this event introduced young people to potential partners and she 
could identify several couples who had later married. These networks are 
legacies of highly institutionalised existences restricting deaf people’s ability to 
communicate and engage with their peers outside school, which meant they 
coveted new relationships in secret, and hidden from their educators.  

National and annual events have become ideal opportunities for deaf people 
to identify new networks or renew their membership of existing ones. Events 
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such as Deaf Day at the City Lit, Deafest in Wolverhampton, guided tours in 
different locations, or a celebratory banquet (as suggested by Emma, Eytan, 
Parveen and Lee). Each individual would negotiate their participation in open 
networks in different ways, some with the confidence to visit alone while others 
make the effort to invite a friend to join them. Emma expressed how she would 
organise meet-ups at events to give her confidence about “who might be there” 
and “whether we will get on.” Open networks include an element of 
vulnerability, especially for women, except for events specifically designed for 
intellectual engagement (guided tours, for example). The predictability and 
formality of these encounters allows a more open and fluid network of a shared 
mission culturally entrenched in the Deaf narrative, which might include 
‘information sharing’ or ‘celebrating Deaf lives.’ 

At a city level, the respondents shared some common interests in activities, 
sports and creative events which created an opportunity for some networks to 
come together. Emma, Eytan, Marielle and Lee all mentioned the Our Space 
meetings as a place that allowed networks to form and new communities of 
interests were born from these encounters. Our Space was a HEFCE project led in 
collaboration with Occupational Therapy and Centre for Deaf Studies, which I 
led; the ambition was to create new Deaf spaces. Notably, local groups were 
mentioned frequently such as Our Space meetings, walking clubs, fitness groups, 
book clubs for deaf women, Art exhibitions, cinema clubs, LGBT+ groups and 
training courses. These events are different from the regular Deaf club events 
that included a less ambitious programme of coffee mornings, bingo and card 
games. Lee and Parveen would feel at home at Deaf club events, and Eytan 
would often organise them. Emma, Sophie and Lulu would rather go to a 
community of interest or an informal event organised amongst friends. 

I go to the Deaf club every two weeks. Actively get involved in preparing 
refreshments, organising budgets, shopping. (Eytan) 

All the respondents described the online presence in Facebook, in groups 
specifically, and the activities they take up in Deaf spaces. The online presence 
was just as essential as the physical presence, especially for leaders to promote 
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their activities and garner interest to participate. Marielle was less connected to 
social media and aware her lack of online presence limited her opportunities to 
engage in the Deaf community. The relationship between social media presence 
and the communities of interest are more accessible to people with disposable 
income whereas some participants in the Coffee Morning group, whom I 
interviewed personally for the survey, would be more reticent to commit 
financial resources to activities they may or may not enjoy. It is not my 
assumption that this represents class in this community but it does represent the 
disparity of socioeconomic status and available networks. 

As noted in Chapter Six, respondents indicated there were networks for 
sexual encounters and some deaf people would seek out others for opportunities 
to form temporary sexual liaisons. Single people have their own networks for 
companionship and sexual encounters on a regular basis within the Deaf 
community, simply because deaf people find it more a challenge to attract non-
deaf sexual partners and resort to their own community instead. Another 
respondent shared an unwanted sexual offer and how it affected her relationship 
with the community and her decision not to come out for a while. She was 
traumatised by the experience and faced with the task of informing her partner, 
which had consequences. At the time this was described to me, I stopped the 
interview and offered further support, but while it was still traumatic, the issue 
was already resolved. It was not my intent to lead the conversation in this 
direction, but this information was volunteered to recognise that the sexualising 
of Deaf community networks is sometimes problematic. 

Nagel (2000) discussed the ethnosexual frontiers between people of a specific 
social cultural identity and with the Other. The sexualisation of identity, from a 
sexual substructure of social life as a means for cultural purity to sexualising 
ethnicity to a point that deaf selves are infantilised or assumed easily accessible 
by the Other, has ramifications for the experience of healthy sexual lives. Both 
respondents wanted to highlight how the closeness of Deaf networks, and its 
agency, sometimes blurs the boundaries between the private and public that 
could lead to stalking, harassment and violence. They both shared incidences of 
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unwanted propositions from individuals, and how those incidences led to 
difficulties maintaining healthy relationships as a community. As much as there 
are factors that pull a community together, there are others that pull it apart to a 
point where individuals exist in a state of flux between active involvement and 
self-exiled respite. 

Eytan had a different position about engaging with the Deaf community, not 
just as a social activity but also an opportunity for him to trade and offer paid-for 
services. Eytan offered consultancy services for the areas of his expertise, 
including support for deaf people applying for Disability Living Allowance, 
Personal Independence Payments, and Attendance Allowance: “This service 
should be offered by the Citizen’s Advice Bureau but they refuse to pay for 
interpreting services because they are a charity.” Eytan is an alternative to that 
service as he provides the same support in BSL, and the people he has served 
were keen to pay for his time. These services are always price sensitive with a 
tendency to move into the arena of ‘mates’ rates’, in contrast to mainstream 
services whereby the act of ‘grossly profiting’ from this community is always 
looked down upon. Sign language interpreters have been criticised for their 
range of fees despite operating as a free market, where 70 percent of the 
interpreter services are freelance (De Wit, 2020). The respondents commented 
about the desire for regulation and fee control of their main means of support, 
but the reality is that interpreters operate in a free market and they set their own 
fees. This left a mark on many deaf people in professional roles and how 
interpreters have shaped their own careers. By contrast, interpreters felt their 
career structures were limited and it was difficult for them to earn higher fees in 
line with expertise and experience. That conversation between interpreters and 
deaf people is an ongoing one and mired with conflict, which might be explained 
by the fact that this community has its own value structures about how it trades. 
These questions warrant further exploration around this social, and cultural, 
frisson. 

Several specific networks were mentioned that were part of other 
characteristic identities or identities that intersect between Deafhood and faiths, 
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ethnicity or nationality. Parveen came from Asian roots, although she identifies 
as British, and has a relationship with networks in the Deaf Asian as well as the 
Sikh community and within the wider discourses related to people of colour. She 
expressed how her Deaf self was closely aligned with her Asian self, recalling 
how her two identities were particularly different and how she adjusted her 
behaviours to match the culture of the group she was engaging with. Marielle 
and Lulu aligned with European and Latin American identities and described 
different relationships with their networks, which are culturally entrenched. 

People in their youth (18 -35yo) would often visit the Deaf pub scene in 
Brighton or London, which the respondents were not part of presently, but they 
recalled their time in the 1980s or 1990s when they regularly visited a range of 
pubs in Victoria, Waterloo and Covent Garden. The Deaf pub scene was part of 
their youth, of which they reminisce with fond memories, and some of these 
connections have continued until today. The range of respondents to this survey 
does not include young people, and I am hesitant to explain this further or 
suggest whether these networks are still being formed today. 

 
 

Past memory of places 
 
The inclusion of locations, both historical and present, are part of the 

collective memory of the Deaf community, which in turn builds and maps the 
spaces and assets of the community. The re-telling of narratives helps to keep 
that map alive in BSL, which is often not recorded anywhere else. This would 
represent another of the reasons why the community is difficult to find because 
the language of the narrative is not English. In my walk with Emma, she pointed 
out places and shared what happened there, who turned up, why that event took 
place, in order to mark that location as part of the community’s map. In addition, 
locations that have regular importance to the community would have their own 
name sign, a sign that local members of the community would use consistently 
and represent the exact same location. Emma pointed out a restaurant, the 
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location of a Christmas staff party for workers at Hamilton Lodge School, and 
recalled the memories of what happened there. 

The relationship between locations and collective memory has been written 
about seminally by Halbwachs (1950, 1925) and by Nora (1989, 1990, 1998) in 
recent years (Liu & Hilton, 2005). Places can be constructs of community 
narrative, which may be biographical and sometimes mythical, whereby 
“vernacular places can be memorialised and monumental places can be 
vernaculised” (Rose-Redwood, et al., 2008). Places include the stories of past 
events that enter the community’s memory as folklore about past actors, 
networks and corresponding community memory. In the same way, deaf people 
can have their own stories about different locations that are part of the historical 
narrative of the community but nondescript to others. In essence, the act of 
sharing, engaging, repeating and recounting is part of the process of mapping 
the Deaf community at a local and meaningful level. Much of this is invisible to 
the phonocentric world, where oral history and written history are widely 
available for the public to access but the narratives of this community are signed 
and unwritten. 

Lulu met with me in Hove Park and sat at the back of the café surrounded by 
pictures of female icons she loves. She has visited the home of Frida Kahlo on 
one of her trips abroad and she always, like Frida, surrounds herself in Art: “I 
always prefer a cosy or artistic venue. I pick them conscientiously.” Hove Park 
was also one of the locations of the Deaf Gym, which Lulu attends regularly, 
often exercising in the open air at the same location as the cafe. Lulu has enjoyed 
the accrued impact of an accessible yoga class, commitment to fitness and 
wellbeing, the open air, and an arts-focused café. The design of spaces takes 
place at an individual level in the same way as posters are arranged in a young 
person’s bedroom, and Lulu surrounds herself with meaningful symbols of inner 
tranquillity. Similarly, Café Coho appointed an apprentice, a deaf person, and his 
friends knew he worked there. The staff members adapted their communication 
to include their new colleague and friends turned up to support the new 
employee. Lee and Lulu have both used the café more regularly in order to 



 

   
 

249 
receive a direct service from a signer, a rare occurrence. Alas, the appointment 
was only for six months and the deaf employee moved on. Several people 
suggested Café Coho as a meeting place because it held a memory of better times 
that were no more. Even my own wedding to my husband Marco ended with a 
wedding breakfast at White Cliffs café in Saltdean as the local deaf people used 
this location as a meeting place, reminiscing of good days past, for years after. 
The memory had sentiment which was prominent and yet temporary, as those 
who remembered slowly forgot; this location eventually loses its power as a Deaf 
place. 

Emma attended sports competitions, in particular swimming and athletics, 
and she wanted to compete at higher levels. Annually, the many schools of the 
deaf would send their school athletes to sports meetings and Emma remembered 
two: Birmingham was for athletics, Leicester for swimming. These meetings were 
part of the selection process for a representative of the South East region for 
competitions at Crystal Palace. These events had a sense of expectation, not just 
for sport, as assumed by their educators, but as an opportunity to meet deaf 
people from different parts of the UK: “It was thanks to these events that I now 
have friends in other parts of the country, which was never the intention,” Emma 
recalled. Historical events held memories but they are compounded by 
relationships born from them. 

Most of the respondents were able to describe their first entry to the Deaf club 
with narratives of arriving in the hall with people signing throughout. The scene 
was always a family affair where children would play around the room whilst 
the adults were in deep conversation. It was possible to cast one’s eye over the 
conversations and understand what was being signed from afar. There were 
pockets of groups from families to older people to younger people with similar 
interests, and on occasion the sub-groups disbanded for a wider conversation 
between different age groups. Parveen was introduced to the Deaf club through 
her (hearing) parents and grew up in this environment, whereas Eytan, Emma, 
and Lee discovered the club in their teens. Marielle also grew up in Deaf clubs 
but in France, not in the UK. Lulu had a different experience because she was 
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raised by parents who didn’t approve of the Deaf club movement in order to 
preserve her ‘oral’ status; Lulu rebelled and met with deaf people on her own 
accord. For them, the Deaf clubs is an historical legacy sign language people 
passed down from generation to generation – many of these clubs are 100 to 200 
years old and a legacy of the ‘golden era’ when Deaf education was led by deaf 
teachers and sign language was central to its educational regime. 

Emma and I shared our memories of past locations in Brighton and Hove, 
such as the Crescent Pub when we were in our 20s, as a moment of nostalgia. We 
described the people who were there and their partners who would come and 
go, who were often hearing people who wanted to learn to sign and disappeared 
when they had enough. These moments of nostalgia, steeped in myths and faded 
memories, created a root that anchored our political identities in the city. We 
went through the many locations we remembered: the King and Queen pub, 
Bottom’s Rest, The Regency Tavern, and more. Our stories did not include the 
relationship we had with each other, but the owners of the premises that adapted 
their venues to host us, as well as the local patrons who were inspired by us. 

Marielle had a different location that placed the roots of her identity, which is 
in France. She described a statue of Abbé de l’Epée, the father of Deaf education, 
at St. Jacques School in Paris, where deaf people would pay their respects to the 
founder, annually. In the UK, we do not have the same historical monuments, 
though a blue plaque was one of the photographs in the survey discussed by the 
Cultural Crown in Chapter Five. 

The places of memory include my home [in France]. The local college, when I 
first arrived, was my first memory in the UK, because it was where I studied. It 
was there where I met my first friend when I arrived in the city [of Brighton]. I 
am still friends with the first group I met in the UK. (Marielle) 

Marielle clearly roots her first encounters, after arrival in the UK, with places 
of memory. The places are reinforced with the first introduction to BSL, meeting 
other deaf people who could sign, for the first time, and the legacy of that 
moment is still prevalent through group membership.  
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Real and Virtual Spaces 

 
Physical spaces are selected carefully and shaped against specific criteria, one 

which can be used for all locations regardless of where they might be. Eytan 
identifies himself as an expert on this as he has located new spaces in the past, 
shared with the community, and used to host events. If a space is identified, it is 
evaluated against criteria such as bright and diffused lighting, control of 
visibility or line of sight, ability to sit collectively as a group(s), vetting 
attitudes/behaviours from staff members and other non-deaf patrons, and ease 
of communication with staff members. Eytan explained that the very space 
where he and I met for the interview, a café in Shoreham-by-Sea, had a staff 
member with some knowledge of BSL. He often engaged with property owners 
to develop an agreement to encourage deaf people to try out their new venue 
with the expectation of loyalty in return. This is in the manner of a non-fiscal 
transaction between the deaf and non-deaf parties, where access and 
commitment to cultural ways is brokered into the agreement. He would ask 
which night the employee was working and would tell his peers to arrive on that 
night to ensure they have the best experience in that new location. Space, for 
Eytan, is clearly an asset and he shows his economic worth as a Deaf space 
creator, offering his advocacy services in the same space and championing his 
achievements as an influencer or key actor in the network. 

Locations are important and I select them carefully. It is important that: 1. Good 
attitude from staff members, they are friendly and approachable; 2. The venue 
has good light. (Eytan) 

There were conversations about mistakes when choosing spaces to meet: 
Emma had issues with sitting outside in the sun as the sun can blind her eye 
view. She would move from one location to another until they found the right 
spot. Parveen went to the beach for a BBQ, which was a good idea to enjoy food 
in the open air, but the sun became a problem and once it was dark, conversation 
just stopped. 

Virtual spaces have different criteria based on how deaf people can interact. 
Eytan went through his phone and identified all of the spaces that he visited 
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regularly (which I have listed in Appendix Six) but the criteria, in this case, were 
slightly different. Eytan had less say in how they were shaped and could only 
offer a critique. Their criteria would include ability to use video, requirement to 
use English to access core services kept to a minimum, knowledge of a deaf 
person marshalling any interaction, and an entry requirement to ensure BSL and 
Deaf community members are core requirements for participation.  

I always check what’s happening on ‘What’s on Deaf Sussex.’ (Parveen) 

Facebook is particularly effective in the capture and publishing of video, or 
vlogs, and individuals are able to design the membership according to their own 
specific interest. One specific group created for Sussex in particular was ‘What’s 
on in Deaf Sussex’, a group hosted by Penny. Similarly, apps can enable an 
interaction in a specific manner that would attract more deaf people to 
participate, and success stories such as Glide, a smartphone app, was adopted as 
a communication tool for deaf people to send short video messages on the fly. 
Similarly, there are other apps, such as Sign Video, Interpreter Now and Sign 
Live, that accesses interpreters remotely and in real time, at a cost. 

Deaf Diaspora which brought topical issues to the fore through a partnership 
between the arts and local enterprises, has morphed into further events, such as a 
ball, an art workshop, a one-day conference, and a festival. Principally, the event 
is about bringing people together with whatever the hot topic is at the time. 

Lots of people live privately but come together for specific events. (Lee) 

The ball is a major event and often booked out two years in advance. The 
largest hall in the Metropole Hotel would be packed out along with 
entertainment, an emcee and a raffle. The groups would book a whole circular 
table and share with friends or peers from the same school. The ball is not 
dissimilar to a grand reunion of people but each table is a reunion for a different 
reason. After the initial meal, people would start to move from table to table and 
meet people they might not have met in years; balls brought people together 
from across the country. Lee’s comment above suggested that for some deaf 
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people, a ball would be the event of the year and would assume less involvement 
otherwise in the Deaf community. 

Emma makes the best use of both real and virtual spaces because often they 
are connected. An event in London would be an opportunity for her and her 
friends from other parts of the country to meet, and she would manage this 
online, perhaps via a Facebook group. She might indicate, “I am going to x event, 
anyone going as well perhaps go together?” The conversation within the 
community is just as real online as it is face-to-face, because the relationships 
outside of virtual spaces are as real as those within. This is more akin with 
Haraway’s cyborg manifesto (Haraway 1985 in Cox, 2018), where technology is an 
extension of our bodies to help us function beyond our physical abilities, as 
opposed to an alternate existence between strangers. 

Most of my networks are online. I perhaps meet at an event but I would engage 
with them online first before I arrive. (Emma) 

I tell people I am going to an event via text. Say that ‘I hope to see you there.’ 
(Marielle) 

There is still a social contract as to whether particular spaces are suitable for a 
particular person and today deaf people have that choice, which might not have 
existed in a Deaf club. I am often invited to new Facebook groups for particular 
conversations and the latest one was an invite to a ‘deaf debating’ group 
organised by my friend, who was my lodger for a year. He is a school teacher in 
France and yet tries to maintain connections with home in the UK; I guess this is 
one of the reasons why he chose this particular way to engage with friends. 
Eytan, who is very adept at using virtual spaces would check whether that new 
space was one that he could participate in: “I pick places that I can identify with 
and includes the community I am part of. I always check to see if their 
behaviours mirror my own” (Eytan). 

The root of social spaces within the community is the Deaf club and 
everything that proceeds beyond this is an adaptation in one way or another. As 
opposed to different groups existing within one location, which are marshalled 
by the gatekeeper at the front door, the doors have now changed and the 
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gatekeepers are more diverse, allowing for different ideas, different ways of self-
expression, to exist. The language of each encounter and the cultural norms they 
adhere to remain the same but virtual spaces, aligned with real connections 
within the community, have diversified the original concept of a ‘working man’s 
club.’ 

 
 

Spontaneous and Organised Events 
 
The respondents for the interviews not only reflected on planned events but 

also moments of spontaneity and serendipity (Lucherini, 2020). The manner in 
which such events could take place depends on influencing factors such as our 
body shapes, the lay of the land, and/or rules ascribed to certain locations. This 
extends Thrift’s (2000) assumption of ‘free bodies’ that can move through space 
without restriction or obstacles, as deaf bodies have barriers. The barriers are not 
necessarily physical, although they can be (e.g., navigating bodies to see the 
interpreter on the stage at a concert), but also sensory in terms of visibility, 
unobstructed lines of vision, colour contrasts, and types of light. Apart from this, 
the spontaneity of interactions between deaf people was discussed. 

Emma would ride her bike along the sea front in Brighton and Hove, 
especially new Hove Lawns, and while passing the people walking past, she 
would notice deaf people signing from afar or even pass a friend taking a walk. 
The thoroughfare of beach-side walkways, abundant in this city, allows this to 
happen frequently. The numbers of deaf people are few and far between and the 
addition of a bike would allow Emma to scope the whole walkway in a quick 
ride. She enjoys meeting new people, sometimes people who have travelled 
down to Brighton for the day, and she would stop at the sight of “waving hands” 
to chat and introduce herself, or even share news of what was happening that 
day in the community. 

In a similar vein, I had a suspicion that certain locations of no apparent 
importance facilitated more spontaneous encounters, and my earlier anecdotal 
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enquiry uncovered ‘bus stops.’ Deaf people have a disabled person’s bus pass, 
which allows for free travel, and they prefer the bus compared to other forms of 
transport in order to save cost. Consequently, bus stops have been a location for 
serendipitous encounters. In my case, one cold night, the buses stopped running 
from Newhaven to my home and I was forced to walk five miles, I passed a bus 
stop and saw a deaf person I knew vaguely and told him the buses had stopped, 
which I had picked up from Twitter. Some locations increase the chance of 
encounters, as described in a Limping Chicken blog about such events in London, 
often on the Victoria line between Victoria station and King’s Cross (Swinbourne, 
2013). 

Alternatively, events can be specifically organised to suit the people the 
occasion caters for. Lee works every morning and not at liberty to meet people 
casually; he would organise himself for the afternoon or evening. Emma would 
keep an eye on events in London and find a reason to visit the capital, which she 
described as “a place to meet or a place to visit to do something central to the 
Deaf community.” She has a particular interest in guided tours of popular art 
and cultural institutions, especially when entry is free for a specific time or 
group. Lulu would arrange a meet in a café and often get together with – five or 
ten people from her close network. The process of organising an event is specific 
to ensure people who have less ease of using English to receive the correct 
information, or as Lee would describe: 

Ask people if they are free, follow up with a date and time, book, print 
information out, draw a map, everyone signs, non-signers can join us but it is 
difficult. (Lee) 

Lee was less certain if non-signers would be able to access the process of 
agreeing to meet at an event, especially if they do not know the language used 
there. He also felt that the process of organising an event was not accessible to 
non-signers, reinforcing the point that the act of organising a communication, as 
organic as it might be, is hidden from public view. Parveen shared her 
observation of two different spaces, which were 1. Deaf club and 2. Deaf Day, the 
latter being an annual exhibition in London (City Lit) where the whole building 



 

   
 

256 
is taken over by Deaf sector organisations to promote their services and 
products. 

Different spaces have different speeds: Deaf clubs are slower; Deaf Day is faster. 
(Parveen) 

The passing of time varies depending on the event and the levels of 
spontaneity. On one extreme, ultra-spontaneous encounters are incredibly slow 
events that may or may not occur. A Deaf club or a Coffee Morning are drop-in 
events that have their own pace that everyone must ascribe to; any attempt to 
rush proceedings is in conflict with that space. A trip to the capital with selected 
friends as a formal and yet-informal arrangement that allows people to commit 
and uncommit to the event, in the form of a loose contract assigned with the 
value of ‘see you there.’ A BBQ on the beach would require more planning and 
shared roles and such an event would expect at least a core team of committed 
people to ensure the event takes place smoothly. A festival or annual event 
would require planning a trip, organising people from afar to meet and deciding 
how to make the best use of a busy day. The Deaf community is not one speed 
but a variation of commitment and formality. 

Travelling is a committed activity but there is a financial contribution that is 
expected for such encounter to be formally organised. Visiting a Deaf community 
in another part of the country or in a different country has a particular asset 
whereby a deaf person could identify with people in those Deaf places, in the 
form of a loose anchor. Parveen described how she felt her identity was 
strengthened by the fact that she could call more than one place her ‘home’ and 
she had friends she could depend on. For her, it became a badge of status that 
she had a national reach. 

 
 

Contributors and Receivers 
 
Each respondent found their own place in the sphere of reach, a term I 

defined in Chapter Five. There is movement between spheres whereby deaf 
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people who position themselves in the furthest sphere would feel duty bound to 
return to their roots and pass on skills, opportunities and assets. This was 
described by Monique and Ollie, who had specific roles within the community, 
whereas Eytan, in his retirement, was less duty bound. He said, “I used to be 
heavily involved in the developments of the Deaf community and providing core 
services. I am more reserved now because I need to have more time for myself. 
Let the next generation take over.” The movement between spheres of reach is 
only available to people who have reached the furthest and found a role in that 
sphere. Monique, probably one to have reached the furthest out of all, had 
experience of deaf engagement work in other countries and was fluent in many 
languages. She does not tie herself down to one location sets blocks of time 
around the country or abroad; she always has a community somewhere. 
Furthermore, she brings her knowledge and experience with her and sets up 
projects in different locations, while, somewhat cheekily, delegating roles to local 
people and moving on. Ollie, on the other hand, had taken on specific projects in 
London and Bristol before moving to Brighton, where he has now established 
himself. He now leads different events across the city, creating spaces for deaf 
people with a closer sphere of reach. In each session, he would pass on his 
knowledge of what he has learned and offer guidance. Where language and 
cultural knowledge provides the capacity to reach further, there is an intrinsic 
necessity to return home to the neighbourhood and pass on what has been 
gained. 

Sharing news is a well-known core value of the Deaf community (Atherton, 
2009). A common complaint is that deaf people are the ‘last ones to know’ 
because information is more readily available to hearing people in a 
phonocentric world. If a piece of information was known by one person and not 
others, and they found out that information was not shared by them, the reaction 
would be one of severe disapproval. Equally, deaf people who have good access 
to English have the responsibility to pass information on in BSL, perhaps to 
create a video with a summary or translation. On the back of this knowledge, I 
created a monthly meeting called ‘Our Space’, which was a space for deaf people 
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to share “their hopes, fears or questions.” It was expected for the participants to 
find their answers amongst themselves and use the space as a platform for 
engagement and finding solutions. It was popular for five years until the money 
ran out. Since then, the idea was continued by Surdi and DeafCOG, the two 
community outreach groups in Sussex, with some degree of success. 

Our Space meetings were very important to our community – helps to keep the 
community alive. Ensure people do not become isolated. (Marielle) 

It is important to know what is going on: to access what is going on politically, 
and update each other every week. (Lulu) 

Within the spheres of reach, there are ‘contributors’ and ‘receivers.’ 
Contributors are often people who have reached the furthest and have the 
cultural assets to bring back to the community’s neighbourhood, whereas 
receivers would receive those contributions and benefit from the shared 
knowledge, which they might take up for their own purposes. This is an intrinsic 
system of knowledge exchange, a cultural asset that all deaf people benefit from. 

 
 

Cultural Geography 
 
Culture is a way of perceiving surroundings, performing in space and 

embodying the environment as a lived experience, whereby a cultural identity 
would engage with other people of the same identity and conforming to similar 
cultural norms. There are many permutations of culture that can be included in 
its definition, which are potentially supported by symbols, rituals, values, 
artefacts, behaviours, artistic practice and narratives. As an epistemological 
study, cultural elements are determined through the responses received and I 
used their ideas about the self, body and landscape to conceptualise deaf 
people’s ‘way of life’ within this community. This is a play between the micro 
and the macro, whereby the small performative acts constitute the cultural 
permutations of Deaf culture. 
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A discussion in the journal Sign Language Studies in 1994 touched on 
epistemological perspectives in deaf studies. Turner (1994) questioned the 
circularity of definition seeking in the field of deaf studies to that point, the 
homogeneous and static construction of the deaf culture concept, and the 
political motivation underlying the research studies aiming to document a 
distinct deaf culture. In critiques of his paper, researchers argued that deaf 
culture was originally an academic term that had been adopted by deaf people 
(Bahan, 1994; Stokoe, 1994). It was also argued that the use of categories 
developed by deaf people (e.g., DEAF-WORLD) should be encouraged, and 
differences between terms should be critically examined (Andersson, 1994; 
Bahan, 1994). Recognizing the value of anthropological frameworks to the 
emancipation of deaf people (Monaghan, 1994), scholars called for critical 
reflection on the limits of general frameworks for understanding deaf culture. 
(De Clerke, 2010)  

 
The conversation that took place in 1994 helped to frame the discourse of 

what is Deaf culture but it was not until Ladd’s publication in 2003 when the 
academic community, as well as the Deaf community itself, had the conceptual 
means of how Deaf culture could be defined. Ladd relied heavily on the 
representations of the Deaf self and the debates he brought to the fore was 
conceptualised as ‘Deafhood.’ Instead, the purpose of this chapter, and the thesis, 
is to extrapolate the nuanced and the mundane whereby communities “nudge” 
each other into a way of being (Crang, 2013). 

This chapter has detailed many of the small permutations of human action, 
such as memory-making, connecting networks, offering greetings, organising 
events, appearing at events, information sharing, and seeking attention, to list a 
few. In order to celebrate these actions and raise the profile of Deaf culture as a 
‘way of life’, I have drawn on metamodernism, which leads to neoromantic turn, 
to reimagine these actions as an impressionist survey in Chapter Nine. The 
survey bridges all of the data points and brings the knowledge together as a 
single re-imagination of the Deaf community. For me, this is cultural geography 
at its best, which leans to the work of Wylie’s walks and the later post-
phenomenology of different spatial sites, such as the body, home or place for 
example, conceptualising the geographical elements specific to them. There are 
other epistemological concepts that we use today such as Deaf Gain (Bauman & 
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Murray, 2013), an observation that has given rise to a conceptual word-play that 
challenges audist and normative assumptions about deaf people’s place in the 
world and to elevate the status of the Deaf capital.  

I qualify the last statement by returning to the last period of romanticism: the 
deaf banquets of Paris in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This era is 
commonly called the ‘golden era’ and part of the utopian ideal of how a Deaf 
community could manifest and how individual actions might be performed. The 
performativity of Deaf cultural life is a repeated reformulation of cultural spaces. 
Lulu sits in a cafe and brings different resources to the surrounding landscape to 
create that ‘Deaf cum Art’ colour in that same way that Frida Kahlo painted her 
disability into her work. Eytan seeks economic solutions to everyday problems; 
where the Citizen’s Advice Bureau has failed to provide even basic access, Eytan 
produced a solution of an advice service delivered directly in BSL. Monique uses 
her online presence to bridge her work as an actor to her ambitions as an 
advocate for Green solutions. Every single person in these interviews have done 
something that I would constitute as ‘home creation’, which is a preconscious 
and subliminal performance within the concept of living as a sign language 
person. Every act is a cultural journey towards that utopian ideal, which is not 
perfectly formed but meaningfully valuable. 

The respondents are all part of the same Deaf community but how they live 
within the same space is different. The respondents all represent different parts 
of the sphere of reach. Monique is at one end as a holder of the Cultural Crown; 
she has travelled throughout the global community and is able to function within 
the diaspora movement. She is at home everywhere. At the other end of the 
spectrum, some individuals I met in the Coffee Morning were content with the 
familiarity of being close to a sub-community that was reliable and routed. 
Equally, Monique was fluent in several signed and written languages as well as 
knowledgeable of diverse ways of living as a deaf person; every encounter, 
message, movement, location and network champions the Deaf self.  

When I visited the Coffee Morning group, I recognised there were difficulties 
in their ability to express themselves in both BSL and English; they do not have 
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the capacity to create their own linguistic cultural spaces because they are not 
confident with their language. In justification of their own identity, they borrow 
the words of their oppressors and rationalise the harm of their language 
deprivation as “I’m not really deaf, I’m more oral.” They do not have the skills, 
knowledge or cultural capital to navigate the Deaf community any further than 
what has been given to them. For me, this consolidates the ’sphere of reach’ and 
the cultural capital of this community is missing from deaf people’s education 
and cultural development. The discourses on disability, the removal of cultural 
assets from the community (i.e., Makaton 25), the re-presentation of Deaf lives in 
politics, services and the media, and inspiration porn of switch-on videos all 
constitute an erasure of Deaf cultural life. 

 
Strata within the spheres of reach 
I have attempted to bridge the data from the interviews with the sphere of 

reach by selecting specific actions and cultural outcomes that coincide with each 
individual stratum. To support this table with a narrative from the respondents 
in this chapter, there are several learnings that I can draw from the responses, 
which are based on my perception and there is need for more data to help decide 
where they might sit.  

Monique, Ollie, Tom, Eytan and I are part of the ‘global diaspora’ (Cohen 
1997, in 2008; Brubaker, 2005); our networks extend far beyond British shores, 
and we are able to foster new connections at all levels, as well as bringing our 
knowledge and expertise back to our immediate communities. Marielle is 
bipartisan because she can directly compare her identity in the UK with that in 
France and move between the two without any linguistic or cultural barriers. 

 
25 Makaton is a communication system designed for people with learning disabilities that adds a 
visual element to verbal communication. The signs were taken from BSL in the 1960s, turned 
the signs into frozen forms and used occasionally with English words. The signs do not include 
any grammatical structure to a point that the signs simply do not make sense. BSL is a visual 
language and operates in the spatial domain, it does not translate to a linear language such as 
English. Makaton is perceived as cultural appropriation where the signs of the Deaf community 
have been ‘stolen’ and repurposed. Today, Makaton has been used as an alternative for 
communicating with deaf children, instead of BSL, which devoid the purpose of learning a 
language with its complete linguistic and cultural assets. 
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Lulu has the capacity to be a bipartisan as well due to her relationship with Latin 
America, or specifically Chile, but she chooses not to; she remains in the national 
sphere due to her extensive national network. Emma also operates at a national 
level on occasion and has strong affinity with London as her source for cultural 
expression but she functions at a regional level on a day-to-day basis. Parveen 
aspires to participate at different levels across the UK and represents that in her 
self-expression but she claims to engage with the community “in a small way”; 
she functions within the city sphere. Lee also operates in the city sphere as a 
receiver of cultural exchange organised by members of the Cultural Crown; he 
doesn’t have the confidence to influence others to move into his own cultural 
sphere. Despite this, he is an avid traveller and photographer but he often travels 
alone, which he prefers. Some of the members of the Morning Coffee group 
remain in their neighbourhoods, which is reinforced by their need for regularity 
and familiarity as a source of security, or as a respite from the challenges they 
face daily. This analysis, superficial to some extent, is not cast in stone or 
permanent; each individual can extend their reach with self-awareness, language 
fluency, cultural competency and network development. 
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 Time Space Networks Cultural assets 

Neighbourhood Weekly, slow, 
regularity 

Maintaining 
singular spaces 

The self, 
undetermined 

networks, static 

Mutuality, 
closeness, shared 

narratives 

City Monthly, timely, 
focused 

Multiple spaces 
designed for 

different 
activities 

Communities of 
interest, 

informative, 
sharing 

Skills, knowledge 
of language and 

culture, 
enthusiasm 

Regional Annual, 
planned, fast, 

topical or 
superficial 

Spaces as 
opportunities for 

particular 
dialogues 

Heightened Deaf 
culture, 

organised, 
public/private 

Specialism, 
creators of 

opportunities and 
ambition, idea 

creation 

National Temporary, 
complex time, 

moments of fast 
and moments of 

slow 

Redesigning 
spaces for a new 

temporary 
purpose 

Celebratory, 
exhibition of 

resources and 
skills, national 

trends 

Policy and polity, 
academia, 

symbols and 
emblems 

Bipartisan Different 
speeds, different 
rules, culturally 

bound 

Two homes, 
space according 

to different rules, 
comparative 

spaces 

Multiple 
networks, 

network as a 
strategy, 

networks for 
different 
purposes 

Intersectional, 
interculturality, 
inter-linguistic 

comparison 

Global diaspora Deaf time as a 
concept, 

intersectional 
perceptions, 

negotiating time 

A global village, a 
space available 
everywhere, a 
global migrant 

Global networks, 
connections 

between nations, 
networks of 

linguistics/ Deaf 
Studies/ human 

rights 

International 
Sign, diaspora, 

accumulation and 
sharing of assets 
across the globe 

 

Tab. 17: Time, space, networks and cultural assets against each stratum in the 
spheres of reach 
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Chapter Nine: The Deaf Community - an impressionist 
survey 
 

 
Introduction 
 
The focus of this chapter was to stand back and find meaning in the data, and 

re-imagine the geographies of the Deaf community through an impressionist 
survey. I have struggled with writing this chapter because I am fraught with 
conflicts about what I have observed and what I know, but it was my challenge 
to bridge the two or revise my preconceptions. While the deficit of hearing ability 
is well versed in publications, the assets of the Deaf community are often ignored 
because their actions are often interpreted without context; the unique position 
that I am in will enable you, the reader, to see this community through its 
performativities, its representations and its context. 

Brighton and Hove is a home for a group who identify with the Deaf 
community. By this, I define this group of people who use British Sign Language 
(BSL) as their preferred means of communication, engage in social spaces, both 
permanent and temporary, and practice or recount cultural behaviours that 
define the community’s unique way of living. I distance myself from the 
assumption that this community is ascribed to individuals with a specific 
audiological profile as it encompasses people of all levels of hearing ability, 
hence I lean more to the social construct of ‘sign language people’ (Batterbury et 
al., 2007). This 600-strong community lives within a city of 273,369 people 
(Census 2011, n.d.); their presence is felt but often ignored. The civic, legal and 
social systems within the city, which exists on the left of the political spectrum, 
have yet to apply progressive policies that empower sign language people to 
function fully as equal citizens. My impetus to write this thesis came from a 
conversation with a CEO of a local organisation who aimed to provide services 
for the local population who identify as disabled, including deaf people, and she 
had difficulty understanding how the Deaf community functions. On reflection, I 
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empathised with that vacillation because without knowledge of BSL, it is nearly 
impossible to fathom how we exist. Therefore, the central question, which is 
perhaps oversimplified in many ways, is “what is the Deaf community?”, which 
is what this thesis aimed to address. Consequently, this epistemological 
investigation (Kusters et al., 2017a) observed information from different data 
points, culminating in this chapter: an impressionist survey of the Deaf 
community in Brighton and Hove. 

My positionality, in this chapter, focuses on deaf people’s actions when they 
participate within the Deaf community, or their performativity in cultural spaces. 
It is not my intention to start from the deficit, which is often viewed as a 
disablement, instead observe what is present in the everyday (Kusters et al., 
2017a). I am a deaf person and live within the community that I have 
investigated; I am both the observed and the observer (Obasi, 2014). The 
pronouns I will use in this chapter are ‘we’ to denote the people who live in the 
community, of which I am a member, and ‘the Deaf community’ (they) to denote 
the entity being discussed. In most cases, my own lived experiences are already 
factored into the analysis chapters, separate from those of the respondents. 

The data I have collated was a mixed method approach employed in order to 
epistemologically understand how deaf people perform in the Deaf community. I 
have discerned the similarities and differences between data points and tried to 
offer meaning to observations. In this chapter, I am reimagining this community 
in its entirety. I don’t profess to know all there is to see, but this attempt creates a 
partially complete picture, which is a little clearer than the picture we had before. 
In a sense, this re-imagination is not the final outcome of this thesis but an effort 
to realise what learnings we can derive from this process that might relate to 
other language cultural minority groups. This is a neoromantic turn that steps 
back from essentialist and critical positions and re-formulates the Deaf 
community in its paradoxical splendour (Vermeulen & van den Akker, 2010). 

The representations of deaf people are often framed within the host nation, in 
this case the UK, against the presumptions of what is ‘British.’ The discourse 
often starts from normative and ableist positions, which assumes the Deaf 
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identity as an Other in British cultural life. Instead, I have framed this discourse 
from within the Deaf community looking out into the world of hearing people. 
This posit is influenced by Deaf Gain (Bauman & Murray, 2013), whereby the 
Deaf identity leads to assets, networks, social opportunities and cultural mores; it 
is not about what we have ‘lost’ but what we have ‘gained.’ 

I start with an encounter, which emerged at the beginning of this thesis. I 
arrived at a festival at Hamilton Lodge School (a deaf school in Kemptown) and 
met a deaf person for the first time, which is a rare occasion within this small 
community of sign language people. The first question I was asked was 
expected: “Which school did you go to?” My own educational journey is not 
typical of most deaf people of my own age; many attended a residential school 
and schools were present in most significant cities in the UK: “I didn’t go to a 
deaf school; I went to a mainstream school.” The eyes I was looking into 
expressed disappointment because I could not be placed within the scholastic 
system, because each school had its own networks, language specificity and 
cultural norms; I was immediately placed outside the community. But my 
language, BSL, was fluent and my interlocutor asked further questions: “Who do 
you know?” This was a question I could answer. I provided a list of deaf people 
who I was familiar with, both locally and nationally, and it brought about a 
smile. My position within the Deaf community had become located and fixed – I 
was then ‘understood.’ 

My encounter was a real event but not unique to this location, similar to many 
encounters I have experienced over the last 30 years. This encounter has context; 
deaf schools gave birth to regional signed variations in numbers, colours, and 
place names (Stamp et al., 2014). Schools practiced different educational 
ideologies ranging from oppressive oralist methods to reduced curricula in 
schools that allowed expression in BSL (Anglin-Jaffe, 2015); practices in schools 
were aggressive in their approach and deaf people resisted quietly by continuing 
to sign away from their oppressors’ gaze (Anglin-Jaffe, 2013). Deaf people were 
conditioned to perceive themselves as higher or lower achievers as dictated by 
the ideology they were exposed to, and in turn deaf people learned how to 
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oppress each other. This process is underpinned by ‘DEAF DEAF SAME’ 26 or 
‘deaf universalism’ (Friedner & Kusters, 2014) and how the sameness is enacted 
and negotiated.  

Deaf universalism (Friedner & Kusters, 2014) is interpreted as a belief in a 
deep connection between deaf people across the globe, unified by their signed 
languages, International Sign, and the use of gesture which transcends 
international borders, as well different geographies, locations, cultures, belief 
systems, classes and economic backgrounds. Different ideas have attempted to 
define and redefine Deaf universalism in different contexts such a “transnational 
community” or a ”familial community” (Breivik, 2005) or a ”pilgrimage” which 
describes the visit to international events as a ritual (Haualand, 2007) while there 
are also some locations that are a site of pilgrimage due to their natures, such as 
Gallaudet University, the only Deaf liberal arts university in the world (De 
Clerck, 2007). This chapter aims to bring forth the geographies of the Deaf 
community within Brighton and Hove in its complexity and attempt to elicit the 
similarities and differences in how we live as a community, as well as whether 
there is a connection between our visits to the Deaf club and our travels to 
locations as a diasporic community. This is an impressionist survey, inspired by 
Wylie’s work where he walked through the sites of interest to help understand 
the relationship between the self, body and landscape (Wylie, 2002), but due to 
the size of the city, I had to use different data points to draw together a re-
imagination of the Deaf community. 

 
 
The strata 
 
The Deaf community is our home: “On the one hand, ‘home’ is a mythic place 

of desire in the diasporic imagination… on the other hand, ‘home’ is also the 
lived experience of a locality” (Brah, 2005, pp. 188–189). While rudimentary 

 
26 The capital letters are used to denote a sign in British Sign Language, which roots this 

concept in that language as opposed to English. 
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definitions of diaspora would refer to a ‘place of origin’, many people who live in 
diaspora communities never resided in that place or desire to return. Diaspora, 
similar to trans-nationalism before it, has been defined to a point that it no longer 
has a distinct definition (Brubaker, 2005). Despite the critique, Sigona et al. (2015) 
wrote in the introduction of Diasporas Reimagined: Spaces, practices and belonging 
that “the notion of belonging evokes an emotional attachment to a homeland, a 
place of origin, whether real or imagined. But as the pieces in this section show, 
‘home’ is not always conceptualised as a specific location.” There is a connection 
to a ‘home’ residing in one’s mind that has different permutations as to how that 
‘place’ can be defined. The re-imagination, re-construction, re-definition of 
‘home’ is a fluid state that forms and reforms again. The landscape we ascribe to 
as a home could be a house, a mobile home, a seat, a street, an enclave, a town, a 
city, a region, various places in one country or various countries; the subjectivity 
of ‘home’ is an important position but the group consciousness of what a ‘home’ 
is creates that sense of community. We need to acknowledge our similarities as 
well as our differences, which can reveal how complex our collective home might 
be. Hence the different strata raise the possibility that we can all occupy different 
locations, as our homes, and yet still be part of the same Deaf community. This 
community is not one place but a stratified expansion of places within our reach. 

The evidence of our home in Brighton and Hove is obscure and difficult to 
identify; it can be found in certain places and spaces, and reveals itself at certain 
times. Historically, our home has been located in two types of buildings: clubs 
and schools. Since 1760, a school was our location of cultural capital because they 
were residential and pupils only returned home during holiday periods. In the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the teachers were deaf like us and taught us 
our language upon arrival, which was used as a means to introduce written 
English; we signed and wrote fluently. While these schools, funded by public 
donations, gave us our focal point to hone our rudimentary signs and our 
grammatically sophisticated, and later codified, signed languages emerged 
naturally (Brentari & Coppola, 2013). Schools actively created that hub for 
linguistic and cultural expansion, which lasted until the late nineteenth century. 
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We call this the ‘golden period’ of 130 years of sign language enrichment in 
education. 

A Parisian banquet was the site of intellectual dialogue between deaf 
delegates who discussed their identity and culture; in the 1889 congress, the topic 
was more familiar to this topic of home. 

We Deaf-mutes are but one family... I find myself in a foreign country, 
surrounded by foreigners, and yet I find myself surrounded by friends and 
acquaintances whom I imagine to have known for years and breathe the air of 
my homeland. To what can I attribute this? It is the unique virtue of sign 
language that transforms a foreign country into a homeland. (Congress 1889, 86; 
Gulliver, 2015, p. 10) 

Deaf internationalism and Deaf universalism27 was a topic of conversation 
amongst the deaf delegates about how the idea of ‘home’, sited in many locations 
and not just their place of origin, because their identity and culture are evident at 
the point of arrival. Deaf universalism is described as “a deep connection that is 
felt between deaf people around the globe, founded in experiential ways of being 
in the world as deaf people” (Kusters, 2015, p. x). 

Deaf clubs were a consequence of the schools providing a space for ex-pupils 
to continue their community activities outside of education; they provided access 
to information, communication, employment opportunities, religion, sports and, 
later, travel. These locations where managed by the church and they assigned 
individuals to carry out their deeds; deaf people managed deaf people and 
hearing people, who signed somewhat, led from afar. The relationship between 
the church and the Deaf community waned when their role was no longer central 
to our support network, moving to secularised social care services led by the 
local council. In other parts of the country, the local deaf population have 
reclaimed these sites and brought them under their control, but this did not 
happen in Brighton. The Deaf Association 28, and the Deaf clubs they hosted, were 

 
27 I address later in the chapter that this term is distinctly Western and imperialist because it 

includes an assumption that a ‘way of life’ can be singular and not open to cultural 
interpretation by other nations and cultural minorities. I later use the term, trans-cultural. 

28 Organisations serving deaf people have come under different names, such as a ‘society’ or 
an ‘institute.’ 



 

   
 

270 
colonial spaces in Brighton because our hearing colonisers refused to trust deaf 
people to lead themselves.  

This journey was a culmination of two eras: the era of language and cultural 
growth from the 1760s to the 1890s, when deaf people held positions of power 
and autocracy over their own destiny; and the 1890s to the 1980s, when our 
language, BSL (used together with written English), was removed from 
education to give space for speech therapy and auditory training. While 
struggling to hear and speak, we lost our fluency in both languages: BSL and 
written English. Even today, many of us are living with the consequences of 
these actions, the outcomes of ”oral failures” (Conrad, 1979) from the 
“dummification process” (Ladd, 1976, ‘Second Letter to Teachers’). Still, deaf 
children today fare worse than their hearing counterparts despite receiving the 
same education (Knoors & Marschark, 2018), but the opportunities to access 
further education and employment have allowed us to grow. The buildings that 
were our place of respite from the daily pressures of the hearing world became a 
power struggle between us, simplified as the ‘pub rebels’ against the patrons of 
the Deaf club (Ladd, 2003). 

In a historical sense, the locations of the Deaf community were strictly two 
places, schools and clubs, and similarities can be seen in various cities such as 
Brighton, Derby, Bristol, Exeter, Glasgow, Cardiff, London, Birmingham, Leeds, 
Newcastle, Manchester and Liverpool (to name a few). The slight improvement 
in education, rights of access to higher education, ability to travel and increased 
disposable income, and access to information online allowed us to evolve beyond 
these specific zones. The symbol of ‘unity’ under one building has shifted to the 
creation of new assets and opportunities spread across the city; the Deaf club 
membership has since dwindled. Our early discussions blamed the onset of 
mainstream education and the loss of Deaf spaces in schools, but we have found 
that no matter which type of education a deaf person might receive, they still 
gravitated towards the Deaf community. Instead, the development of 
telecommunications, social media and broadening of social interests diversified 
the sites of the community; we now have choices. The community was not 
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‘dying’; it was ‘migrating’ from a single site to multiple sites: a Facebook group, a 
web chat, a video call, a television programme, a You Tube vlog, a play, a 
festival, and much more (O’Brien et al., 2016). These cultural mores have 
diversified and monetised into assets of the Deaf sector, including various 
organisations with specific social, cultural and professional remits. We each 
make our own choices about which activity we wish to participate in: varying 
from a deaf club meet on a weekly basis to a quadrennial international event. The 
stratification of social and cultural assets has led to a stratification of this 
community, and this has been a fundamental shift in how we live. 

There are different ‘anchors’ in each stratum, which may be a building, an 
entity, a person or a moment in time. A building or place such as the community 
hall that hosts a Deaf club, a theatre that offers plays in BSL, or a cinema with 
subtitled films. An entity that provides services for deaf people, a website with 
information in BSL, a Facebook page with videos of folklore or questions for 
debate, or an interpreted TV programme. A person who is the agent of an 
activity or network such as a fitness instructor in the middle of a park, a political 
advocate giving advice or sharing news, or a person sharing their BSL story in 
visual vernacular. A space that has meaning at a specific moment, and with 
regularity, such as a Deaf pub meet in the King and Queen pub, a Coffee 
Morning for specific groups or a reading group for deaf women. It is possible to 
determine the function of a particular activity and its place within the strata; a 
play in a theatre, in London, launched by a Deaf theatre production company for 
a series of dates is open to communities across the country and people would 
travel far to see their favourite actors perform in BSL. The nuance of theatre and 
the relationship with a stage of actors, signing to the fourth wall, is distinctly 
different from viewing the TV screen; theatre has its own traditions which are 
familiar to some and not all. The act of ‘watching’ is a skill in itself as we weave 
through the emotional journey of a play, with its moments of intense expressions 
and motionless pauses; not all people can access the cultural mores within each 
stratum. 
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Two brothers, both deaf, had a similar upbringing and participated in the 

Deaf clubs regularly but one reached a senior position at work in a Deaf sector 
organisation and moved through all the strata, while their brother stayed with 
the familiarity of the local club without any desire to seek out other 
opportunities29. The choice of which stratum to belong to is a personal one and a 
complex decision to determine where one’s home might be. Every stratum has its 
own merits and every other stratum, if we wish to manoeuvre into them, is 
available for us to enter – except it is only possible to extend ones reach if we 
have the language and cultural skills required for that venture. That skill might 
be the knowledge of signs from regional variations or local history, the ability to 
engage in different conversations that are far from the familiarities of our 
neighbourhood, and knowledge of International Sign (Nardi, 2008; Whynot, 
2016). Our place within each stratum is not given, it is earned through the 
development of our cultural knowledge and language(s) capabilities. 

 As a community, we have a sense of solidarity whereby one person is not 
above another despite their levels of experience or expertise; we all have a 
responsibility to each other. There are members of the Cultural Crown30 who 
posit themselves at the ‘centre’ of the Deaf community due to their historical 
legacies, family name, and as keepers of our signed language. Their presence was 
felt considerably, and we were expected to curry their favour before we could be 
included in the Deaf club’s day-to-day functions; they were all-knowing and all-
doing in every aspect of the club’s life. Deaf children who were born to deaf 
parents, otherwise known as Children of Deaf Adults (CODA), do not have 
automatic elevation to a Culture Crown status, the position is earned and not 

 
29 Bat-Chava (2001) suggested there were two groups of deaf identities described as ‘dynamic’ 
and ‘static’ while the demands of identities to shift into different contexts; some identities are 
more apt for change than others. 

30 The Cultural Crown is referenced in a slightly different way compared to common 
definitions. In literature, ‘Cultural Crown’ refers to all members of the community who live in 
and participate within the daily activities of that community. Through the eyes of deaf people in 
the Deaf community, there are several levels of members as some deaf people are born into the 
Deaf community, while others discover the Deaf community later in life. The latter are still 
perceived as outsiders until they are fluent in BSL and demonstrate commitment to the 
community. Deaf people who are born to deaf parents learn BSL from an early age and their 
parents provide an entry to the Deaf club’s membership. 
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given (Ladd in Bauman, 2008). Regardless of what upbringing a person may 
have, it is still expected that a person contributes to the community actively. It is 
a challenge for a deaf person, born outside of this community, to attain equal 
status, especially if they cannot sign or not fluently. The sphere of reach does not 
detract from the spirit of solidarity because each person has their own  unique 
capabilities, as long as they share their experiences with people in other strata; 
for example, when a deaf person receives news from another region, it is 
expected the information will be shared in BSL. Sharing is a core cultural norm 
that is central to the community’s ethos. Daily, we are reminded of the necessity 
to ensure what we share is accessible to all; if information is available in written 
English, it is essential that is also shared in BSL (conversation in various 
Facebook groups; Hamill & Stein, 2011). 

Strata represent the location of a potential home, a site of residence or a site of 
belonging, where initiatives take place that are unique to those strata. The 
location of place, the timing of an event, the route of wayfaring (e.g., “not roots, 
routes” described later in this chapter), the positions of actors are all essential 
elements for a site of ‘home.’ What remains the same is that BSL, in all of its 
forms, carries the conversation through the strata with greater complexity; 
moving, for example, from a more causal and ‘informal’ hybrid of BSL with 
English in one stratum, to a more culturally specific and enriched BSL in another, 
and eventually an internationalised, multilingual stratum, rich in spatial aspects 
of signed languages, and skilled lexical negotiation (McKee & McKee, 2020). The 
individual’s abilities in BSL influence where they can sojourn. In a sense, the 
community is not a location fixed in space and time per se, but the space that a 
deaf person occupies simply by existing in a location and embodying that space. 
The Deaf community exists because the sign language body exists ready for any 
encounter that may occur; for us, the community is “here” and not “over there” 
(O’Brien, 2021). 

The current narrative is that deaf people would discover social mobility if 
they could access English and participate within mainstream society but as deaf 
people, we would never be truly equal to hearing people because we are still 
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deaf in our host nation; even if we conform, we will always be perceived as the 
English-speaking Other. Conversely, the Deaf community provides its own 
routes for social and cultural mobility from the safe neighbourhood to the 
international adventures of intercultural connections. This community itself has 
moved from bricks and mortar into a series of encounters, fleeting moments of 
events that are linguistically and culturally entrenched, which has manifested 
into the community we know. 

 
 
Locations 
 
There are places specific to the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove that 

are part of its history: St Stephen’s Church, the community centre on Carlton Hill 
and the Deaf club’s final venue in Whitehawk. They all follow specific criteria: 
central, hidden in the back streets and with access to public transport. We would 
climb up to Carlton Hill, which had drawn criticism for years as the building 
stood at the top of that long hill, perhaps in the style of a workhouse: imposing 
and monolithic, a constant reminder of its importance. St Stephen’s Church stood 
on a slight hill from Western Road and the last centre was situated at the top of 
Whitehawk, another hill. Institutions and hills seem to have a relationship, 
maybe by accident or design, of imposing presence over the community by way 
of elevated authority.  

 The Deaf club spaces included a one-hall building with a foyer, notice board, 
kitchen, a bar, a community-sponsored billiard table, a stage with windows 
down two sides; the space is flooded with light. In the corner, a pair of stairs 
reaches up to the upper floors with small rooms off the corridor, which led to the 
SDA which included some offices and meeting rooms. The community met 
downstairs and the hearing staff members upstairs, similar to St. Saviour’s 
Church (Oxford Street, 1875-1922; Lyons, 2017; conversation with Mike 
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Gulliver31),  a church designed for Deaf worshippers, with Deaf patrons in the 
basement and the minister in the church nave. The separation of roles is distinct; 
deaf people are the users of spaces and services, and hearing people, sitting aloft, 
oversee deaf people’s thought processes; any moment of conflict would warrant 
one of them to climb the stairs and consult with the ‘sage’, commonly described 
in BSL as MISSIONER32.  The position of authority is validated by their ability to 
hear and to sign somewhat, and their aptitude to resolve their crises with the 
hearing other, which instilled a sense of security (Ladd, 1988). Historically and 
chronologically, the ‘sage’ was an educator, a missioner, a social worker, a 
community worker, and, perhaps as a force of habit, an interpreter; three-
hundred years of history forged this role of the keeper of the keys, 
metaphorically and literally (Napier, Skinner, Young & Oram, 2019). While the 
name has changed for this role, the perceptions remained the same. If someone 
wanted to meet discretely, there was a door at the back where people could enter 
without the prying eyes of the community’s members. We met here and 
entertained each other in a variety of activities, but most were chats at the table 
with a pint in hand. The conversations were sometimes stories, with moments of 
frustration and laughter, or gossiping with half-truths and myths. Any news was 
shared here because there was no other way for news to be shared and it was 
known that nothing was secret for long. “The Deaf community is too small” was 
the common excuse for a revealed secret. 

 
31 Mike and I had a conversation at the Bridging the Gap conference in Brighton on 14th 
November, 2016, when we discussed his work on St. Saviours church which accesses archives 
held by the Royal Association of Deaf people (RAD). This church was the first of its kind that 
was built purposefully for a sign language audience. He shared the fact that while the minister 
would occupy the nave for his own business, the Deaf community would carry out their own 
meetings in the basement. I draw similarities between the Deaf community and the services, 
both parochial and civic, provided to them in different institutions, where elevation had 
meaning. 

32 Capitalisation of words denotes the sign, rather than the English word. It is my experience 
that English is limiting because it often doesn’t include the interpretations of concepts from the 
position of a deaf person, or the Deaf community. In this case, a missioner was a person, often 
hearing, who had some level of signing skills and their role was to serve members of the Deaf 
community as a mediator with society, especially employment, social welfare, finance and 
banking. The role is entrenched in the Deaf community as the ‘go to’ person for any concern or 
difficulty a deaf person might experience. 
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 The social club, distinct from the Deaf Association itself, was run by Deaf 

families and notable characters like Wally and his barking dog, the more 
distrustful Tony, who panicked when someone’s boyfriend was a police 
constable, and the local royalty of a Deaf farming family; there was a hierarchy 
within the Deaf clubs and new arrivals were expected to learn their place. The 
establishment of new deaf-led enterprises that served this community challenged 
the role and purpose of the Sussex Diocese for the Deaf, creating a position of 
jeopardy that posited a clear power struggle between the deaf people who relied 
on the ‘help’ from hearing people and deaf people who wished to claim 
ownership of these services. In its last days, the SDA had reduced to a 
membership of 80 people across Sussex; they could no longer sustain the mantle 
of the Deaf association in Sussex. The demise of the working club movement, 
such as the Conservative, Labour and Liberal clubs, could draw similarities with 
the ongoing demise of the Deaf club movement. There are several reasons for this 
change: we no longer rely on a central focal point to communicate with our peers 
due to the development of telecommunications over the last two decades; the 
members of the club can now interact independently from the Deaf club through 
online web conferencing, direct communication through a 
videophone/smartphone; the increase of entertainment available online; the 
benefit of neutral spaces within the community where activities could take place 
without currying favour with the club’s organisers; and access to activities, 
fuelled by increasing legal rights, which has diversified our portfolio of interests 
(O’Brien et al., 2016).  

The locations on social media and the virtual world have given licence to new 
pursuits that deaf people can engage in. As opposed to the regular hours of the 
Deaf club, this community is now available 24/7 and allows people to engage at 
times that suits them best. This additional flexibility has benefitted people who 
have caring and work commitments and, at the same time, the community has 
become more accessible and visible to the wider public. The shift to online 
locations is an adjustment of modern times with improved technology and 
connection speeds, but it is not accessible to all, especially older people who rely 
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on face-to-face communication (Kožuh, 2015). However, the lower cost of video 
production – whereby the purchase of a good quality smartphone became 
enough to film, edit and publish a short video – was a liberator for the Deaf 
community; informative videos could be created and shared immediately. The 
explosion of vlogs on You Tube and video-sharing on Facebook groups have 
changed how we exchange ideas. Alongside these technological developments, a 
new style of presenting in BSL with specific content (e.g., a specific order 
including the name of contributor, who the video is intended for, an introduction 
of the topic, the content, and the question) has become commonplace. The 
evolution of video technology was a ‘pen/paper moment’ for this community, 
where their ideas, stories and arguments can be captured on film and shared for 
all to see. The inclusion of virtual communication has altered the limitations of 
location and time that was specifically required for physical spaces. 

Remote communication was perceived as a bridge of communication between 
virtual and physical locations, whereby information available online provided an 
opportunity for people to engage before or after a physical event, and especially 
to estimate attendance and the event’s worth before deciding to attend. The 
design of both physical and virtual sites is created within the visionary ideals of 
Deaf utopia – every action, decision and resource provision based on the idea 
that there is a perfect Deaf space (c.f. Byrd, 2017). The essence of that utopian 
ideal manifests through several principles: 

• Sign language leads the event and new signs can be formed 

• Enough light – so all there is to be seen, can be seen 

• Ability to see both near and far 

• Approval/justification of that space from the Cultural Crown 

• No one is given more authority than the other, everyone is accessible to 
everyone 

• Different networks and relationships can use this space freely 

• Information is always shared 

• There is time for all that is needed to be done, plus a bit more 
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These criteria would apply to a small meeting in a social club or a well-

attended congress. If one of the criteria is not met, the event would be criticised 
for the way in which it is established and learnings are expected to be taken 
away. For example, the WFD congress in Austria (1995) had a banquet in a 
Viennese hall, which was glamorous and exquisite, but the serving staff were not 
able to communicate with the delegates and treated them appallingly, hence ‘not 
everyone was accessible to everyone.’ Similarly, a consultation event in the 
basement of a hotel in Brighton had poor lighting and it was hard to see each 
person’s contribution, hence ‘there was not enough light.’ The re-construction of 
new spaces, as homes, requires careful design and consideration of the above 
criteria to be successful. 
 
 

Routes 
 
Travelling within the city, through the suburbs and between cities are 

possible routes that deaf people may wish to explore. We all live in one home but 
other places may also be identified as places of home, where we can safely travel 
to and rest with innocuous company. They are routes, as opposed to roots, that 
people wish to follow according to which strata they reside in. There are routes 
that are specific to Brighton and Hove that demonstrate how the historical 
locations are placed. St Stephen’s church, just up the hill from Western Road, was 
set apart from the Hamilton Lodge School on Walpole Road. The Deaf club 
moved closer to the school zone when it move to Carlton Hill. On the other side 
of the school zone was the Royal Sussex County Hospital, which included the 
Audiology department. There was a route from east to west, from audiology via 
schools to social clubs, which kept services close together and within fair walking 
distance. 

Travelling along routes between sites of importance is the ‘doing, being, 
belonging and becoming’ whereby people from afar can reach these central 
locations and meet their family members and friends, and engage in activities 
and shared opportunities for community-based learning (Hitch & Pepin, 2021). 
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The Census 2011 data suggested that signing deaf people lived across Brighton 
and Hove with no specific location frequented by more sign language users than 
others (see Chapter Two). There are flaws associated with this census data due to 
the nature of the question but the only location with an increased representation 
were located around Eastern Road and Walpole Road; the school has created a 
hub of activity in the city. The activities in Brighton did not just serve the city 
residents but also people in the suburbs and in locations of importance routed 
into the city, such as Eastbourne, Saltdean, Hove Park, Hove town, and 
Shoreham-by-Sea. These locations and routes offer an ease of travel along the bus 
network and connect people from both the east and west of the city to specific 
locations. Areas such as Seven Dials, Five Ways, Preston Park, Elm Grove, Bear 
Road, Whitehawk, Hanover, Hangleton, Moulsecoomb and Patcham saw very 
little activity even though deaf people are known to live there. 

The wayfaring person on the bus would spontaneously encounter other deaf 
people, especially on bus routes 1, 5, 7, and 12, and at the bus stop near Brighton 
Station. Bus routes 1 and 5 link with areas of lower economic status near the 
Hangleton and Knowl project and Whitehawk community project. This was 
partially one of the reasons why the SDA moved to Whitehawk as a considerable 
number of their members were based in that part of the city. A person’s 
economic status is not a condition of membership because of the sense of 
solidarity between members; the central focus is ‘communication in sign 
language’ as opposed to improving one’s economic potential as it was perceived 
as something personal. 

Travel to London is a regular activity, taking advantage of the more nuanced 
events organised there such as theatre in BSL, gallery and museum tours with 
deaf guides, campaigning and political activities, LGBTQ+ gatherings, and 
events for religions and specific ethnic groups. Some deaf people had peers who 
lived in London or in close vicinity and a visit to the capital would provide a 
location for friends to meet up and perhaps pair encounters with events. Quite 
often, these friends from other parts of the UK were peers from schools that they 
grew up with, who are viewed more like siblings as opposed to just friends. 
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Larger events attract people from across the region, such as the King and Queen 
pub, that bring people from across the South East region to the city – sometimes 
setting up tables at the back of the pub to sell tickets for balls and school 
reunions. Some deaf people have friends in other parts of country, which 
qualified as “people who I could stay with if I just turned up”, or in another 
country, reached by a short trip. Some of us migrated to other parts of the world 
and established ourselves there, and we were able to participate in communities 
using different signed languages and within different customs. 

We follow routes out of the city into other parts of world but we are not 
travelling as tourists without any connection to the place we are visiting, we are 
travelling to other ‘homes.’ Our presence in the Deaf community is not defined 
by specific locations where one might ‘plant their roots’ but as routes where we 
carry our identity with us as we travel to other places (Friedman, 2002, p. 22; 
Emery in Friedner & Kusters, 2015, p. 193). We are able to place ourselves in a 
different Deaf community with little barriers because we have two essential 
elements: 

• The ability to adapt our signed languages and communicate with someone 
by using a different signed language and dropping the nation’s specific 
lexicons and using more spatial signs and spatially specific grammatical 
rules 

• The shared narrative of oppression and social marginalisation within our 
host countries, which are parallel to narratives elsewhere 

The two parameters allow for international and intercultural encounters, that 
enable deaf people to identify a different nation and still call that new place a 
home because the Deaf community exists there. While I depart from the 
essentialist definition of people united by a physical trait, universalism is a 
concept that bridges similar means of expression and experiences which exist 
across nations. There is a risk that this concept assumes the hegemonic projects of 
‘imperialism’, whereby ‘sameness’ was created by design through imperial 
rulers; universalism is a Western concept (discussed in Friedner & Kusters, 2014; 
Kusters, et al., 2017b). Alternatively, we should refer to ‘trans-cultural’ because 
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while ideas of the Deaf self can transpire across nations, the diasporic ideas can 
be interpreted culturally as a global yet multicultural identity (Hall, 2015; 
Brubaker, 2005; Brah, 2005, p. 92). 

 
 
Connections 
 
The diversification of activities and the stratification of the Deaf community 

required support from extensive networks and actors that connect them. 
Forming a connection with another deaf person, in the manner of DEAF DEAF 
SAME,  is an interpretation of an activity that previously took place in Deaf 
schools. In the last 100 years, the numbers of schools for deaf children have 
decreased from 200 to 20 (Rowsell, n.d., CRIDE reports) due to changes in 
budgetary commitments led by government policy (Warnock Report, 1978); most 
deaf children are now educated in mainstream schools with or without deaf 
peers or support. The discovery of this community now happens later in life for 
many and DEAF DEAF SAME has more emphasis; the process of discovery, self-
realisation and belonging has been described by other authors. In particular, 
Ladd (2003) detailed the process of learning in a search for ‘Deafhood’, framing 
how interdisciplinary knowledge of Deaf Studies can empower deaf people to 
take control of their own destiny. In that journey of discovery, we find new 
connections with a community that offer us a language, a wider network of 
people connected by a common experience, and a way of life that is aligned with 
our abilities, rather than our inabilities. 

Ladd (2003) drew out Deafhood from his discipline, cultural studies, which 
identifies the political narrative after years of oppression dating back to 1889 and 
the removal of sign language from education, after 130 years of being at its core. 
The politicisation of human connections is evident if one were to assume that all 
connections are political. In reality, the respondents in different parts of the 
investigation did not draw out any political narrative as an instigator of 
performing culture, or its cultural representations. The main emphasis was 
focused on ‘a sense of belonging’ and ‘home creation’, as opposed to collectivism 



 

   
 

282 
as a product of oppression; the community has always existed but oppression 
forced communities closer together and heightened their cultural complexity and 
specialisation. Children would hide from their teachers late at night when the 
care staff/matron had gone to bed and signed jokes and stories to each other, 
consequently developing their own folklore. Some of the children had deaf 
parents and sign language was acquired as the language of the home, and they 
told stories carried from generations; these stories could only thrive in Deaf 
schools. The twentieth-century oppressive educational regime helped to develop 
these connections and entrenched the specificity of our cultural education 
without the oppressors realising. 

The micro actions of connections within the Deaf community were specific 
and complex; introductions to new people, announcement of news, manipulation 
of spaces, and chattering circles were regular and similar, wherever one might 
be. Developing connections was our strength as networks created opportunities 
to trade, to work, to seek intellectual insight, to hone our language skills, to find 
sexual encounters, to name a few. Organisations should explore their capacity to 
engage with this community along different strata, whereby each opportunity 
accesses a different network; connected organisations are nuanced and complex, 
such as the British Deaf History Society and their commitment to gather archives 
and publish literature from their common heritage; the Association of BSL 
Teachers and Assessors is committed to improve the teaching of BSL; UK Deaf 
Sports empowering the next generation of athletes; Deafinitely Theatre as a 
named portfolio organisation for the production of performing arts; and the BSL 
Broadcasting Trust, who support British film makers. There are specific 
organisations that promote particular activities that deaf people could be part of 
and expand their range of specialist skills. 

While deaf people have developed into other locations and spaces that 
support their ambitions to excel in a specific activity or career choice, there is also 
a sense of commitment to return, what we have gained, back to where we came 
from. There is evidence of this in neighbourhoods and city strata, where 
individuals set up activities within their community to share information. In 
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most cases, the main activity is to pass on information in BSL, which would not 
be available by any other means. There are also events set up by individuals that 
might be professionally specific or purely social, but there is a clear division 
between participants and those creating them; there are ‘contributors’ and 
‘receivers’ of social engagement. The contributors are often more culturally fluid 
within the Deaf world because of their travels, bringing home ideas from other 
regions or countries they have explored (Breivik, 2005). 

Technology and information sharing on social media has added another layer 
to our engagement due to our ability to communicate in BSL and engage 
culturally, separately from the physical activities we partake in. Social media has 
been a double-edged sword because it has created opportunities for people who 
are technologically competent while also generating incidents of dispute and 
conflict (Saunders, 2016). For example, some might post a video in BSL, where 
many would attempt to contribute in written English, their second language; as 
some are not literate enough to engage in written conversations, these ideas are 
often lost in translation (from BSL to written English). Some of us are able to read 
between the lines and decipher, perhaps by signing to ourselves, and construe 
what meaning was intended. Emojis and text language are often used to clarify 
the intent of a message so that a comment during a discussion is not 
misunderstood as a criticism, for example. Furthermore, there are many locations 
in Facebook groups and pages that promote a certain way of life or create 
opportunities for people to share, including the rise of deaf women with 
specialisms in cooking, arts and craft, and time-saving and Green solutions as 
well as activism, celebrating women’s achievements and the Arts. 

Centrally, the development of connections stem from our educational 
experiences and our ability to interweave opportunities with our aspirations. 
Deaf people who function within strata with wider geographical spread require 
networks to support what they do. These connections and personal networks are 
a source of pride; name dropping is used as a means to identify how well 
someone is connected and whether they are connected to people with certain 
activities, skills or ideology. Revealing connections indicates where a deaf person 
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positions themselves within the Deaf community and how they align their 
political beliefs. The community is not a singular microcosm of people with 
identical political positions; it is a complex and diverse community with the 
same level of complexity as mainstream society. This is one of the reasons why a 
‘two site’ Deaf community was unsustainable as we professionalise our careers, 
have more disposable income, broaden and hone our interests, and become 
politicised; we have grown into, in recent years, a Deaf bourgeoisie (Ladd, 2003), 
or a sign language people culturally mobile through the strata. 

 
 
Language, manoeuvrability and cultural encounters 
 
The phonocentricism of spaces is the agenda of the Other and rarely has 

meaning in our world of Deaf sign language people; an academic, Harlan Lane, 
defined us as ”people of the eye” (Lane, Pillard & Hedberg, 2011, p. 52), and poet 
Dot Miles described BSL as a “language for the eye” (signmetaphor, 2015); the 
eye places our perceptions of the world through a different organ when the ear is 
not an option. The sounds of the landscape, such as the cries of seagulls, jingles 
from the arcades, music from buskers or the humdrum of quiet days to the 
whistles of Pride marches: Brighton has its own sounds that are part of its 
identity. We have a different view that is not limited to nor framed by its sounds. 
Even the haptics of sounds are only possible if the volume is extremely loud, 
such a pneumatic drill, an airplane passing or bass in a nightclub, but they are 
specific and nuanced to those settings as opposed to a haptic sensuality of the 
soundscape. The Deaf body moves freely through the city landscape, but it does 
not move according to the sounds of the landscape nor does it remain within 
representations of the city’s soundscape. It moves through the landscape 
depending on what can be seen, imagined and represented in BSL. 

 The spoken word, its linearity and the phonocentricity of its metaphors, is 
distinctly different from the metaphors used in BSL (Brennan, 2005). For 
example, the verb TO-GIVE is the same movement in many signed languages 
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because ‘giving’ moves in the same way (as indicating verbs); the placement of 
positional pronouns (e.g., first, second and third person) is metaphorically 
similar no matter which signed language is used (Cormier, Fenlon & Schembri, 
2015). As a diasporic community, we know this and use it in our favour, from 
rousing speeches to unite the Deaf world against oppression at the World 
Federation of the Deaf (WFD) congress to the poetic movements of visual 
vernacular (VV). Signed languages are the vehicles for local to international 
encounters, which is far easier than an international gathering of hearing 
speakers. While signed languages occur in different spaces, BSL is in itself spatial 
as much as the spatiality of our bodies, our bedrooms or our city centres; it has 
its own geography (Fekete, 2017; O’Brien, 2021). 

While we do not all occupy the same spaces and locations, our language is 
also not the same. In the Deaf clubs, the spatiality of our informal conversations 
allows us to express ourselves freely; our hands can re-enact the sequence of a 
film with use of classifier handshapes, such as a car represented by a flat 
handshape (otherwise called a B handshape). As it moves up and down a 
topographical landscape, we can include hills, mountains, rugged ground and 
death defying drops off a cliff. Although we can be also heavily influenced by 
English, the language of our host country, having been taught to place our 
broken English on our lips. Our sentences are invaded by English word order 
which will never be accepted as spoken English but more of a hybrid between 
the two that has been called ‘Sign Supported English.’ However, it has been 
impossible to pin down just how much English and BSL it should include; the 
clarity of our message is lost in the confusion. Deaf people do not study BSL at 
school or college; we learn from our peers with all the inconsistencies that come 
with it. 

The more we are in command of our language, the more each stratum 
becomes permeable to open up routes into new experiences. Each section of our 
community as women, ethnicities, followers of faith, expressions of sexuality and 
gender and other disabilities has a language, or a language variation (e.g., Gay 
Sign Variation), that comes with it. The complexity of our relationships requires a 
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more complex language for business arrangements, for planning events, for 
academic discourses, for cultural expressions, and for professional specialisation. 
There is a tension here because the more professional we become, the more we 
identify new signs to carry our concepts; our language must evolve with each 
new frontier we meet despite resistance. In our travels we will learn new 
variations, new concepts and eventually a new signed language; films, stories, 
new ideas and political movements are often in American Sign Language and 
learning the language is also a means to take advantage of its assets. ASL has a 
distinctly different lexicon and grammar: one handed fingerspelling, different 
‘multichannel signs’ or single signs that refer to a specific expression (e.g., THAT 
and TRU-BIZ in ASL), sign order (Subject/Verb/Object in ASL compared to 
Object/Subject/Verb in BSL), and fingerspelling patterns that constitute a sign 
(e.g., BACK, ALL in ASL, and CLUB, MARCH in BSL). The complexities of 
representing visual concepts in signed languages brings out some of the visual 
spatial ideas that are metaphorical in nature; a concept in BSL might be more 
visual than the equivalent in ASL, or vice versa. The diverse variations of 
concepts in the visual spatial domain allows us to rethink how we use our 
language and how it separates from the spoken/written language of our host 
countries33; we can finally separate the two completely. 

In international fora we use International Sign, supported with common 
grammatical concept because all signed languages operate in the visual spatial 
signing space. We meet, two strangers from two countries that neither of us 
know, and we identify a common sign (such as deaf, sleep, car) which helps us to 
leapfrog into higher concepts – e.g., (Deaf) identity, home (where we sleep), 
explore (with our car) – to find our cultural connections. While it might be easier 
to find cultural connections between a British and Australian person, it is more 
complex to find cultural similarities between a Kenyan and Japanese person, 
except for our shared narrative of oppression in education, employment, civic 
and family life; from these connections, political representations come to the fore. 

 
33 While the US and UK share a common language, English, the signed languages, ASL and BSL are distinctly 
different. BSL shares more traits with Australian Sign Language (AusLan) and ASL shares traits with French Sign 
Language (LSF). 
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 Identity and reach 

 
The Deaf identity is subjective to the individual’s experiences, multi-scalar in 

representation and actualisation, and intersectional with other identities. 
Previously, the extent of one’s Deaf identity would be controlled by the Cultural 
Crown, who would determine who is part of the community and who has fallen 
out of favour. The postcolonial occurrence of power vacuums from the Church of 
England missioners continued beyond the non-denominational control of social 
care and public services to a point that deaf people abandoned the Deaf clubs in 
favour of more mainstream, fluid spaces. While some of us would have a 
permanent presence in the community, others would phase in and out. We are in 
constant transition between the ‘individual’ and the ‘collective’ depending on life 
events, priorities, commitments, new opportunities and incidences of horizontal 
violence. While Thrift (1996; 2000) describes the body as fluid through 
geographical spaces and we are all able to move freely, Lorimer (2005) respond 
that the body is marked and moves in a limited fashion. Additionally, the Deaf 
identity is also polarised and moves towards and away from sites of attraction 
and repulsion. If a body is marked, then certain conditions are required before 
the individual can move at all because the need to communicate, form 
relationships and occupy spaces is dependent on the presence of others 
(Macpherson, 2010). The indication of an actor present in a location at a specific 
time would create a polarised presence that would draw out others. To coin a 
metaphor, we can move between flowers like butterflies on a daily basis, phasing 
in and out, and making decisions daily in terms of how much we will participate; 
some enjoy the security of a preferred flower, while others desire to explore 
further afield. 

Our bodies are compartmentalised into different actions and different 
representations (O’Brien, 2021). As disabled people, we are legally defined by 
our ears and whether it functions in a mainstream world – the deaf person is 
defined by levels of hearing loss. There are attempts to intervene with hearing 
aids and cochlear implants, which are temporary or permanent interventions; 
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our bodies are augmented by the Other for their needs. We are shaped in their 
eyes by what is determined, by them, as ‘normal’, which is essentially ableist and 
audist; medical, social care and education do not allow for differently abled 
individuals. Their hands are often in our ears, touching, probing, sticking in bits 
of metal, washing, squeezing in soft silicone, pulling out and pushing in ear 
moulds, while we wiggle them as they itch. Ear moulds used to have one colour, 
a pinkish hue, regardless of our ethnicity until the colours started to change to 
other representations of melanin levels, while others would pick shocking pink 
and purple with football colours with flags or bling embedded inside the mould. 
The hearing aid manufacture companies have caught onto a trick and 
refashioned the hearing aid as a personal artefact from skin-tone camouflage to a 
colourful accessorised representation of the self. Despite the intervention from 
the non-deaf Other, we have employed these limited hearing aids to our favour 
and turned them into emblems of the Deaf self, with our long hair rolled back 
and ears displayed for all to see; we have assimilated these impositions and 
made them our own. We contrast with other deaf people who select skin-
coloured aids and grow their hair long to cover their ears or technology so 
reduced in size that they remain hidden in the ear channel; for us, there is no 
point in hiding when we already sign. 

Our hands were contentious objects that brought out different emotions but 
they were just tools of self-expression, from the earliest age, when we would 
point to something we wanted if we were misunderstood, even then we were 
told that ‘pointing is rude.’ We have stories of when our hands were slapped, 
tied in a string, placed under our laps, or covered in a bag when our hands were 
deemed offensive, but when their hands were pushed onto our tongue, pinched 
our nose, held our throats, it was deemed okay. What is rude for Others was just 
a pronoun or a call for attention; what was rude to us as an invasion of our 
personal space, was ok for them. The hands could be shaped to represent what 
we see, such as classifier handshapes, as we moved the car, bike, person, lion and 
dinosaur through the signing space with imagination and fervour. Children 
would watch our storytelling as we created entire films with close ups and 
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cutaways, and car chases with unbelievable crashes with just our hands and air. 
The signs we choose, the movements we enjoy and the 
gender/ethnic/sexuality/disability-other nuanced our BSL to represent the 
unique idiosyncratic persona and intersectionality of our other selves. 

We learn about our surroundings through our eyes: slightly enhanced with 
wider peripheral vision, able to catch slight movements, a subtitle on the 
television and the kettle boiling; all in one glance. Through our eyes, we shaped 
our world in that image; we sit in a circle with full light, without the glare from 
the sun, with plain clothes as we point to direct the attention of others towards 
the next contributor like an organised table tennis match with all eyes moving in 
sync. We symbolise this unity through a collection of heads (using the A 
handshape), at the same level as our eyes (using a V handshape), potentially 
giving away our implied hierarchy if we position the line of sight ‘up’ or ‘down.’ 
From afar, our formal signing is bigger, paced, signs doubled up with emotional 
intent, whereas closer we sign with one hand in a more intimate fashion, with 
hidden metaphors and a play of BSL and English concepts, that can only be 
understood by those close to us. Our world and the spaces we use are designed 
by how we see. 

If our bodies are a ‘space’, it is a contested space where different people 
would lay a claim on a part; deaf and hearing alike. There is also the celebration 
of our Deaf identities through our hands; we create our BSL story that is unique 
to us, including our personality in that tale; creating a poem in BSL or an 
example of Visual Vernacular (Asmal & Kaneko, 2020); re-telling stories of the 
past and associating them with artefacts we have materialised; teaching this 
community about a part of Deaf life, including our travels and unique 
experiences; and supporting others who need our assistance culturally such as 
older and Deafblind people. The Deaf identity is a celebration of the self rather 
than the real estate of Deaf schools and Deaf clubs, and the latter are remnants of 
our colonised past that we have navigated emotionally, resisted against in 
defiance, occupied after the removal of our rulers and eventually owned. Despite 
this, Deaf people have moved on from the bricks and mortar of Deaf community 
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spaces and into more fluid, less regulated locations that allow us to diversify our 
interests, our time and our ability to reach new territories and topics. 

As the deaf person transits from one stratum to another, their Deaf identity 
progresses with the development of cultural manoeuvrability. Each stratum has 
its own cultural capital, its own language specificity and its own opportunities 
for progression. We all have stories of these moments when we travelled to 
London to watch our first play in BSL, when we attended a Deaf ball with a 
cross-section of the community in one hall, and when we attended our first WFD 
congress and sensed that unity with 5000 delegates in one space, unified in the 
protection of deaf people’s human rights. This reach is not a ‘ladder’ where those 
who reach further are of a higher status than those who do not, because we have 
a commitment to bring what we have learned back to the community we started 
from; back to our origins. Instead, reach is better represented by base camps 
situated on a route to climb a mountain; each arrival is an achievement that we 
can bring back home. The Deaf identity can be what we want it to be: a safe 
haven, a myriad of networks to give us opportunities, or a linguistically and 
culturally equipped member of the Cultural Crown. 

 
 
Diaspora 
 
On arrival at the WFD congress, a sea of hands moves across the room like 

ripples in water, independent and yet connected. We cast our eyes across the 
room and dip into conversations both near and far: travel stories in one group, a 
meeting of old friends in another, a joke elsewhere; there are very few places in 
the world where this could happen because many of us live in small and 
dispersed communities. It is in this global village that we can reimagine and 
realise the utopian dream we yearn for. The congress includes presentations 
from the diverse members of this global community; local struggles, concepts of 
human rights and strategies of survival applicable across nations. We become an 
entity, strengthened in unity, and empowered to return and engage with our 
host societies once again with renewed fervour. This re-emergence of the global 
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villages occurs across several regular events: Deaflympics and other sporting 
events, WFD congress, Deaf academic conferences, film/art festivals, LGBTQ+ 
events, youth events, and Deaf camps. In addition, there are moments in history 
that have become the vehicle for global mobilisation whereby the global village 
includes a political purpose: Parisian Banquets [Paris, 1779-1900] (Gulliver, 2015), 
Deaf President Now! Campaign [Gallaudet University, Washington D.C., 1988] 
(Christiansen & Barnartt, 2003), Deaf Visual Arts: De’VIA arts movement [US, 
1988] (Durr, 2006), and marches for the recognition of BSL [UK, 1998-2001] 
(Turner, 2003). All of these events have a political purpose for their existence: 
WFD congress advocates for the protection of human rights; the De’VIA 
movement realised political messages through their Art; the Deaf President 
Now! campaign challenged hearing autocracy; and the BSL marches moved the 
discourse on deafness from disability to language minority. There is a question 
whether the political realisation creates the manifestation of a global diaspora or 
whether the diaspora has always existed and became a means to pick up and 
mobilise different political messages. Emery et al. (2010) interpreted the 
‘yearning’ of Deaf spaces as rooted in the ‘loss’ of traditional sites (e.g., Deaf 
clubs, Deaf schools), making these moments the impetus to create new sites as a 
response to political pressure. The act of space creation is a positive endeavour 
even though it is a preconscious act (see Chapter Eight) rather than a response to 
oppressive events or experience such as loss. The act of ‘home-making’ is one of 
the ways in which deaf people sustain this community. Ninety percent of deaf 
children are born to hearing parents, but the sites of their upbringing are not 
necessarily their ‘homes’; they search for that place where their Deaf identity is 
the norm. Home, beyond the traditional definitions, sits in the “social realm of 
security, familiarity, community” or what is called “a sense of possibility” 
whereby “a space where one possesses a maximal spatial knowledge” and “a 
space where one possesses a maximal communicative power”; home is more 
than a shelter, it is an ‘opportunity’ and a continuous negotiation between the 
familiarity and estrangement (Jansen & Löfving, 2009, pp. 15-16). The longevity 
of Deaf space creation is evident through history, from the Parisian ‘Golden Era’ 
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to the more recent political rallies, suggesting that they are utilised for the 
purposes of political discourse. Deaf diasporas have always been present across 
time, but political pressure, similar to any other protected characteristic group, 
has meant them adapting their utilised spaces for political representation in the 
face of immediate oppression. 

Diaspora, in this context, has no place of origin, but similar to other diaspora 
communities, they re-imagine and recreate spaces that represent their cultural 
home (Brubaker, 2005; Brah, 2005; Hall, 2015). The Deaf community, like other 
diasporas, experience “a dispersal and scattering, a collective trauma, a cultural 
flowering, a troubled relationship with the host society, a sense of community 
that transcends national boundaries, and promotes a ‘going to’ movement” 
(Anthias, 1998, p. 562). The last is in contrast to the ‘return home movement’ 
common for diasporas where they have a place of origin. We are all ultimately 
pragmatic that our ‘home’ will never come into existence, but there have been 
attempts – including a new town in South Dakota, called ‘Laurent’ after the Deaf 
teacher who brought codified sign language from France to the US, which was 
supposed to be a sign language town (Hogan, 2005). There was resistance from 
the local civic services when they realised that public services should also be 
provided in American Sign Language. The idea, despite international 
sponsorship, never materialised further than the plans of different plots on the 
drawing board. Deaf villages have always existed by natural occurrences or by 
premeditated design including the now-abandoned Martha’s Vineyard in 
Massachusetts (Groce, 1985), Adamarobe village in Ghana (Kusters, 2012), Desa 
Kolok and Bengkala villages in northern Bali (De Vos, 2012), Al-Sayyid village in 
southern Israel (Kisch, 2012), Mt Avejaha village in the Oro Province of Papua 
New Guinea (Reed, 2021), Deaf Village in Dublin, which was built on the site of 
an old oppressive school (Harold, 2013), Deaf Village Mandeville in Jamaica 
(Parks, Epley & Parks, 2011), and Borj Al Salihi Deaf village in Tunisia (Aljazeera, 
2021). They all existed due to the evidence of genetic traits, enclosed 
communities that relied on the same genetic pool, or collectivism after exposure 
to extreme oppression, or reparation after oppressive and abusive educational 



 

   
 

293 
regimes. Beyond this, the design of our homes, beyond the need for accessible 
equipment, include a range of features to shape the line of sight, control the 
amount of light and position ourselves to see each other clearly. 

The Deaf community is a Diaspora but it exists in different capacities as some 
are more able to take advantage of international networks than others, yet the 
yearning for an ideal Deaf space occurs across all strata. The yearning of being 
together in that ideal location is central to how we exist and how we actively 
satiate that desire by actively creating Deaf homes (Emery in Friedner & Kusters, 
2015; Ma & Cartier, 2003, p. 240). For me, Deaf diaspora is about ‘Deaf home 
creation’ because two experiences compounded each other: CODA’s need to 
recreate their homes; and deaf people’s need to create the home they never had. 
In the same way, deaf children in schools with oppressive approaches to 
education would retell stories in BSL, learned from their CODA friends, as a 
momentary Deaf ‘home’ away from the prying eyes of their matrons. Deaf home 
creation comes in different shapes and forms, at different times, and in different 
places but each moment is a political resistance against the assumptions of host 
nations, as a subtle resistance of just being who we are. 
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Chapter Ten: Conclusion - The manifestation of a 
sociolinguistic minority group 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The Deaf community in Brighton and Hove is a diasporic collective of sign 

language people, who culturally imagine a utopian space, evidenced by a string 
of historical spaces, performed through micro actions to re-create ideal spaces 
(Friedner & Kusters, 2015). I draw similarities with other diasporic communities, 
who have a place of origin and whose connections are lost with time, relying on 
an imagined representation of that origin. While deaf people do not have a 
geographical ‘sign language’ place of origin, there are events and locations that 
are examples of spaces where sign language identity is formed and reformed by 
the Cultural Crown. In comparison, this community do not promote a ‘returning 
home’ movement but a ‘going to’ movement. Most of the respondents to this 
investigation demonstrated, in some shape or form, a promotion of ‘going to’, 
such as other events in the UK or overseas, with the ambition to experience a 
Deaf ‘home’ (Anthias, 1998). Central to this discourse, the culture of ‘home 
creation’ is a core element of the Deaf community, which is not as tied to 
buildings and permanent locations as we previously thought, but more tied to 
actors within the community: actors that are members of the Cultural Crown. 

This chapter suggests a way forward with the intent to provide deaf people 
with clarity as to how their community can be defined, especially when asked 
“what is the Deaf community?” The content of this chapter will detail the themes 
from this introduction, which the thesis addressed, and unpack the structure of 
this community, the notion of the community as a diaspora, the actions within 
society and how it enables and debilitates the community, and the identification 
of the community’s cultural capital. I will identify the areas that require further 
research and how this investigation could be taken forward. It should be noted 
that this is not a final product but part of a journey of realisation in how we can 
better understand the Deaf community. 
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 Community: Language, Location, Function, and Agency 

 
The performance of deaf individuals manifests into the community we know 

and they occur independently from the intrusions of the host nation because sign 
languages have little economic value for anyone apart from those who sign. The 
cultural capital of the Deaf community has been harboured and developed for 
over 180 years (in this city), including potential routes to health and wellbeing, 
community belonging, capacity for language and critical skills, and openness to 
intercultural encounters. Over the last 30 years, the legislative shift from 
specialist to local government services, supported with equality legislation, has 
assumed that deaf people would use mainstream services; however, improved 
access has resulted in worse outcomes. Even though the legislative environment 
protects the rights of deaf people to access services with ‘reasonable 
adjustments’, deaf people do not identify these services as culturally appropriate. 
Instead, local government services should explore and invest in community-led 
solutions and design programmes of intervention where deaf people, BSL and 
the Deaf cultural ‘way of life’ are engaged as assets (c.f. Young et al., 2017). 

The colonial past is still evident and expressed in the Deaf community, often 
diverting their energies into challenging or repeating the actions of our educators 
and missioners (Ladd, 2003; Lane, 1989). These invaders have used class, caste 
and defamation of cultural assets as a means to exert control and force deaf 
people to reject their own heritage in favour of the assets of our colonisers. The 
phonocentricism of mainstream society has forced deaf people into subaltern 
positions with little ability or opportunity to exert influence and power; they are 
forever challenging grand narratives that are essentially audist and ableist. When 
the missioners left, the individuals loyal to the church filled the power vacuum 
and continued their roles ‘managing’ who was inside or outside this community; 
deaf people in Brighton and Hove responded with anger. The rise of better 
employment, access to technology, better educational outcomes and improved 
surplus income has enabled deaf people to find Deaf spaces outside the 
traditional ones; and the membership of Deaf clubs has dwindled. The oralist 
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education system and Deaf club movement are remnants of colonialism, even if 
deaf people tried to subversively capitalise on these spaces. If one were to 
remove all elements of colonialism and post-colonialism, the Deaf community 
would maintain locations with sign language as the principal language of 
communication and the intrinsic creation of Deaf homes; they would create 
support systems led by the Cultural Crown, facilitate a ‘going-to’ movement to 
enable deaf people to explore beyond their vicinities, and promote the 
harmonising metaphors of solidarity (eg., eyes, circles, hands, light). 

This work can be developed further by drawing comparisons between 
Brighton and Hove and other parts of the UK as well as other parts of the world. 
I am conscious that relationships with local institutions across the UK may have 
resulted in distinct geographical features as well as the cultural influences of the 
host nation. In my opinion, I would envisage epistemological outcomes would be 
similar in other cities and nations due to the nature of the connected global 
diaspora, but this has yet to be identified. Further research in different urban and 
rural communities could expand our understanding of diaspora communities, 
such as smaller and larger populations, more liberal or more authoritarian 
governments, the East including South Asia and South East Asia, the global 
south, and already established Deaf villages. The representations within a 
diaspora can be extended to intersectional identities which are equally exploring 
how ‘diaspora’ could apply to them, such as LGBTQ+ communities.  

Gay neighborhoods appear to be at the vanguard edge of continual evolution—
embodying a type of urban diaspora or metamorphosis—further evolving and 
adapting as LGTBQ+ individual and families re-sort themselves into new spaces. 
(Coffin, 2021, p. 34) 

Diaspora, as a concept, applies to different types of represented communities 
including displaced people/domestic emigrants, protected characteristic 
identities and minority language communities, such as the Deaf community. 
Further research would eventually lead to a post-phenomenology of diaspora 
derived from different ontological and epistemological investigations, and Deaf 
geography would add to the definition of what diaspora is. 
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 A diasporic community 

 
The manifestation of the diasporic community is performed through 

micromotives and macrobehaviours, a term describing the social aggregate 
produced by micro-level dynamics and/or actors’ incentives (Schelling, 2006); 
this social aggregate phenomenon has always existed in spite of ideological 
interventions from the ethnic Other. A diasporic Deaf community has its own 
means for community cohesion which manifest through emblemed images and 
metaphors that define the utopian home of deaf people. The border management 
of the community perpetuates through defining and re-defining the linguistic 
and cultural limitations of the collective. The manoeuvrability between 
community spaces from the local neighbourhood to international strata enables 
intercultural encounters and cultural exchange. Moreover, there are ongoing 
conflicts with the host society while deaf people seek to reassert their 
authenticity as a diasporic community. This community has its own cultural 
assets, which are not well understood within the community itself, often 
sidelined by the continued emphasis of normalisation.  

In a bid to provide clarity into how this community performs through human 
action and cultural representation, I suggest the Deaf community in Brighton and 
Hove functions as a diasporic community. Diaspora is defined by six attributes: 
dispersal and scattering of individuals and communities; collective trauma of a 
marginalised ethnic group; cultural flowering in different parts of the city; 
troubled relationships with the majority society; and promotion of a ‘going to’ 
movement to explore other Deaf spaces and communities (after Anthias, 1998).  

I have identified that a diasporic community is not a single location but one of 
many connected by a common language and cultural norms, facilitated by the 
Cultural Crown, and deaf people have the ability to navigate through them. The 
many locations in the city, across the UK and in many cities across the globe are 
places where deaf people can be a ‘sign language person.’ There are routes 
through these spaces that lead from one part of the community to another. Each 
location can form connections to networks and agents. The triadic relationship 
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between locations, routes and connections is essential as they are the main 
physical assets of the Deaf community. The routes through locations provide an 
opportunity for deaf people to travel, which could be from one’s home to a 
regular deaf meet or the city or an international deaf event; the act of moving and 
arriving includes the action of manoeuvrability (Barratt & Ranjitsingh, 2018). 
Making new connections with other people on our routes from one location to 
another would require considerable skills in language and culture. The process 
of ‘languaging’ or the act of doing, acquiring, learning through dialogic 
communication is what strengthens those connections (Love, 2017). The act of 
creating new connections in other locations involves a cultural element because 
different places have different rules; they are “intercultural encounters” where 
two deaf people, who share a similar Deaf identity, engage with a cultural 
exchange of values, ideals and norms (Carbaugh, 2007). Collectively, the social 
manoeuvrability, the commitment to languaging and experiences of intercultural 
encounters are compounded as a Deaf identity and the ability to ‘reach’ across 
the strata. There are no higher or lower levels of strata in the same way there are 
higher or lower cultures or classes or castes, just places that are nearer or further 
apart. Each new place, space or event adds its own complexities, its own rules 
and cultural capital. 
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Fig. 50: Triadic relationship of a diasporic community 

To help illustrate this point, there are several examples I could draw upon to 
bring this model to life. Firstly, a sign language person could travel to a Deaf 
club five miles away but the performance of travelling, entering the Deaf club at 
a specific time, finding a seat and sitting in a specific location are parts of acting 
out the route. On arrival they make connections with familiar faces and 
introduce themselves to new faces with the process that might entail. The 
location is the same each week and if there is a change of location, it is carefully 
introduced with full engagement. The cultural encounters are specific to that 
club which are laid down by the person who leads the meeting. The 
manoeuvrability fulfils a purpose of arriving at a place where support systems 
are in place. Deaf clubs use a contact language, which is BSL, but with some 
incidences of English as a leftover of oralist education practices; the group finds 
the language of the club. 
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Secondly, a deaf person plans a trip to London to watch a play, produced by a 

Deaf theatre company, and they make contact with other people, who plan to go, 
beforehand via social media. The arrangement of routes, locations and 
connections are easy to organise because the deaf person’s friends are familiar 
with the process. The language of the event is BSL while English is mostly not 
present unless there is a voiceover or subtitles. The cultural capital of theatre 
includes the cultural encounters between members of the audience from different 
between parts of the UK; therefore, a deaf person would require knowledge of 
regional variations in order to engage with different people from other regions. 
When the play ends, groups of friends, perhaps from different places, but 
connected in other ways such as similar school backgrounds, ethnicity, or 
sexuality would convene for other conversations and encounters. 

Thirdly, a deaf person, who is an academic, plans to fly to another country to 
attend an academic conference; the international connections are important at 
these events. The language of the event is International Sign but academic 
conferences rely greatly on knowledge of BSL and ASL to comprehend academic 
ideas; Deaf academics would have some knowledge of both languages as well as 
International Sign. The manoeuvrability amongst academic circles would enable 
the academic to enter different conversations and different types of cultural 
engagement. 

This diaspora model (fig. 49) demonstrates how each level of strata uses the 
same principles to recreate an ideal space, based on the utopian ideals of Deaf 
village life, which are formed and reformed as required. Each stratum offers 
different benefits that are cultural assets for deaf people to engage in different 
aspects of Deaf life. This is the cultural capital of the Deaf community. 
 
 

Social Class, Caste and Mobility 
 
British Sign Language and Deaf culture are the currency of social 

manoeuvrability. The capability to move through different Deaf spaces along the 
spheres of reach is dependent on the sign language skills the individual may 
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have and their knowledge of the Deaf community. It is not necessarily the case 
that economic power or class facilitates mobility as members of the Cultural 
Crown, especially CODA, can engage with different spaces, although they would 
not attain that position until they make a significant contribution to the 
community. At the same time, deaf children born to hearing parents acquire BSL 
from their peers and learn about Deaf culture through day-to-day interactions; 
there is no nationally recognised qualification in the language that prepares them 
to access the community’s assets.  

The different locations within the Deaf community sit on the spheres of reach, 
where deaf people, as they navigate through life, will find a place where they are 
most comfortable, where they belong. The community is large enough and 
flexible enough to allow all walks of life. The multifaceted existence of this 
community suggests that there is no ‘one way’ to live as a deaf person, as the 
multiple experiences of the respondents to this investigation suggests. Each 
space offers a specific function, which deaf people can engage with at different 
times and different points in life. For example, a deaf person may visit the Deaf 
club, attend a cinema group, watch a BSL play in London, and visit a deaf friend 
in Japan all within a short period of time. There are also individuals who would 
rather stay in their local vicinity and attend Deaf club every week on a specific 
night to catch up with friends before returning home; for them, the regularity of 
the spaces offers security. Different lives can take advantage of different parts of 
this community and engage in different ways; while the community is a political 
entity, the choice to engage is entirely personal. Although the Cultural Crown 
has a role to engage with community members through disseminating 
information and encouraging people to participate in activities; this is a function 
they serve. The community is interdependent and yet free, mobile or static, 
spread out or focused, planned or spontaneous, and both near and far. 

Although the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove has had its own 
problems with third sector organisations, when the needs of deaf people were 
superseded by the priorities of the charity, and deaf people continue to 
experience social and cultural marginalisation. The presupposition of religious 
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control to shepherd deaf people’s lives into certain ways of thinking and being, 
meant deaf people were marshalled into order as decided by non-deaf 
missioners. Some schools with specific ideologies limited the range of 
opportunities for deaf children and young people to participate in the Deaf 
community, while there is evidence of language deprivation in both English and 
BSL – even though BSL is still not a language taught in scholastic education. At 
the same time, the lack of a legislative environment to protect and promote BSL 
as a language of the UK is evident and current legislation only relates to the deaf 
person as an individual, and their limited access through ‘reasonable 
adjustments.’ The essence of the Deaf community is downgraded, marginalised 
and excluded from civic life as a ‘community of interest’; the concept of ‘home’ is 
missing. The ideas of social class and caste are ideas that have been used to 
manipulate deaf people into position for fear of entering a ‘lower’ Deaf class (or 
race as Alexander Graham Bell would define them, see Chapter One) or a 
different Deaf caste (when deaf people were only offered specific manual work). 
The narrative of encouraging deaf people to socially mobilise themselves out of 
the Deaf community is essentially ableist and completely disregards the cultural 
capital of this community. 

The current discourse in the Deaf community is that Deaf clubs are closing 
and this is an indication of decline. As a result of the difficult relationship 
between the Deaf club and general deaf population in this city, the Deaf club has 
never been a place of home for many (compared to other parts of the UK). It is 
clear that the community has stratified into many locations across the cityscape 
as well as online. The Deaf community is still thriving. Instead, we need to look 
at a much longer timescale as the erosion of the community’s assets has reduced 
the community’s ability to thrive. Local government services need to engage 
with this community as a means for Deaf-centric intervention and place the 
solutions in the heart of the community. In turn, the agency of the community is 
the most valuable asset because they can facilitate activities across the broad 
spectrum of Deaf life. 

 



 

   
 

303 
 Cultural Capital 

 
The cultural capital of the Deaf community is not centred on ‘roots’ but on 

‘routes’, which is why I find terms such as ‘grassroots’ unhelpful; the sense of 
belonging is not assigned to a location but to a group of people who are both 
near and far from where they reside. The community is supported by different 
actors and their corresponding networks, each focusing on different aspects of 
Deaf cultural life. The activities of this community can enable health and 
wellbeing (e.g., vegan festival, fitness, yoga) or explore the culture using BSL as a 
vehicle of artistic expression (e.g., theatre, the Arts). Deaf people have engaged 
with the community for commercial purposes and provide tailored services in 
BSL (e.g., applications for Personal Independence Payment, gardening, building) 
or raise funds through a social programme of events (e.g., private parties, pub 
nights, pub crawls, heavy bass raves). Community activities exist in both real 
and virtual spaces, and often a hybrid between the two, as a bridge between 
physical locations and connected minds (e.g., Facebook groups, sharing news, 
topics for debate, reading groups, cinema groups). All of these activities stem 
from the work of different actors who know how to engage with deaf people as a 
community and encourage participation; much of what takes place in the  
community could not exist without them. 

Local government should engage with the Deaf community to identify those 
actors and identify solutions to social marginalisation through adding assets to 
the community. Local government and related services need to explore how 
mainstream provisions can work more effectively for members of this 
community and understand how some services fare better in the public sector 
and some if led by actors within the community. Deaf people can function as 
health practitioners, for example, and respond to health and wellbeing needs 
directly in the language of the client, especially when a sign language 
interpreter’s presence does not facilitate the best outcomes. Despite the lack of 
engagement, the community already steps in when gaps in services are not filled; 
these actions should be acknowledged formally and consequently funded. 
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Furthermore, the Deaf community provides opportunities for social and cultural 
development that do not exist in mainstream provision, and specific cultural and 
artistic programmes should be developed at local, regional, national and 
international levels. The voluntary sector could support activities including a 
funded volunteering scheme, community development capital to kick start ideas, 
free access to BSL and Deaf Studies programmes for all deaf people, a focus on 
the design and creation of Deaf spaces, and a recognition of intercultural 
encounters to empower the creation of international networks. 

 
Message for the Deaf community 
I would like to offer the Deaf community a message that details how they 

could benefit from this thesis: 
 
Thank you to the members of the Deaf community in Brighton and Hove for 

supporting my thesis; I have learned a lot from you even though I have lived as a 
signing deaf person since I was 17 years old. The Deaf community is part of my 
success and my impetus for this thesis. I apologise for writing this message in 
English but there are two reasons: my university only accepts theses published in 
English, and it was my thinking that if I could detail exactly what the community 
is in the language non-deaf people use, then we can answer their questions and 
guide them. Non-deaf people not in this community have no information about 
how we live collectively and I hope this thesis offers some clarity. 

Your language, BSL, and Deaf culture is part of what you need to live as a 
well and empowered deaf person. Although we have survived through a period 
when our language and culture is second to those of the mainstream society, it is 
clear that there is a lack of opportunities for deaf people to study their own 
language and culture, compared to the many opportunities to study English. 
This has created a situation whereby we live in this community but we have not 
learned how to live in one; we simply find out along the way. 

We are part of a diasporic community because we subliminally create new 
Deaf spaces as part of just ‘doing culture.’ You have a perception in your mind 
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that decides what an ideal Deaf space is and through your choices, actions and 
messages, you have recreated those spaces pre-consciously. In every moment, 
you are creating a Deaf home, for you or your family and friends or for the 
community at large. That ‘ideal’ you follow is part of a centuries-long history of 
utopian spaces created in the past, but this information is often not in our 
education. 

The most important change is to ensure that all deaf people can learn BSL and 
Deaf culture through formal education. If some fall through the net, then we 
need to make sure they achieve the same opportunity through other means such 
as community-led education. We cannot leave this solely to casual exposure to 
community spaces because the community has become a complex entity and no 
one single space covers all aspects of Deaf life. Most deaf people do not have the 
opportunity to move through different Deaf spaces because they do not have the 
language and cultural knowledge to do so. From this investigation, the people 
with most access to the cultural capital of the Deaf community are fluent in BSL 
and/or trained to achieve that fluency. Those enjoying the freedom to navigate 
through this community at large are members of the Cultural Crown and 
interpreters. This situation limits our ability to develop as a community. 

We need to let go of the spaces of our colonisers; it is clear in Brighton and 
Hove that the legacy of Brighton Deaf club has been a difficult relationship 
because they did not challenge their hearing colonisers. The Cultural Crown 
needs to think anew and establish new Deaf spaces without the need to control; 
deaf people now have other choices. An interesting example is RAD, led by three 
hearing directors with a deaf board of trustees who decided to sell all properties, 
to remove that colonial past and reinvest funds in new ventures. Ladd (2003) 
described a ‘Deaf resurgence’ and abandoning that colonial past is part of the 
process. The Deaf community can start anew and define the community in a 
world where job offers have improved, educational opportunities are far greater, 
communication is easier, travel has great rewards and we can take advantage of 
the cultural assets of the global Deaf community. 
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It is important that we start investing in our community. We need to provide 

programmes to support deaf people to enter the Deaf community and realise its 
potential. We need to create schemes to allow young people to explore other 
spaces across the UK and internationally; they will grow as individuals and 
bring what they have learned back us. Ultimately, everyone will benefit from our 
investment. 

 
Message to local authorities in Brighton and Hove 
I congratulate you on adopting the BSL Charter; this is a positive step forward 

to ensure deaf people who use BSL are able to function in the wider community 
in Brighton and Hove. We need to remember that the Deaf community is a 
minority sociolinguistic community. Current legislation does not take into 
consideration that deaf people are part of a community at all, only focusing on 
the individual, their impairment and their ability to access mainstream services, 
as per the Equality Act 2010. Therefore, this community is grossly underfunded 
while deaf people are denied equitable access to society. Even when an 
interpreter is present, the health and social care practitioner has no 
understanding of the person they are talking to because they have no knowledge 
of Deaf life. The interpreter only relays the message, and that message in BSL is 
still devoid of cultural appropriateness, authenticity and context. Brighton and 
Hove City Council needs to improve that social contract with the community and 
work to identify solutions together with them. 

The BSL Charter covers several themes that needs review: section 2 (“ensure 
access for deaf people to information and services”) needs to explore the idea of using 
the community’s resources to disseminate information in BSL and in the 
appropriate cultural context. Section 3 (“support for deaf children and families”) 
focuses on the learning of BSL or the support for children who use BSL in 
mainstream schools but it is also important for deaf children to learn about the 
social structures of the Deaf community and the opportunities it can provide. 
The whole BSL charter document lacks knowledge of social structures, the 
formation of Deaf spaces, the cultural metaphors that are important to the 



 

   
 

307 
community, the responsibilities of the Cultural Crown and the opportunities for 
cultural development across different strata.  

The Deaf community is more aligned with other minority language 
communities (compared to concepts of disability) who have emigrated to a new 
country or are part of a diasporic community. Communities are able to re-create 
social spaces in their vicinity whilst also learning the language and culture of the 
host nation so they can fully integrate into society with support from their 
original cultures. Deaf people have a similar way of life as domestic minority 
language communities, but the ability for deaf people to become fully included 
into mainstream society is not without barriers; deaf people will still be deaf no 
matter how much English they might learn. Therefore, there is a learning 
opportunity to understand how communities in general can create new spaces 
and mobilise the community with support structures in their own language. This 
community needs those support structures as well. 

Different literature explores the assets of a minority community and 
facilitation of basic services, such as Griggs’ (2000) Deaf wellness, Bauman and 
Murray’s (2013) Deaf Gain, and Ladd’s (2003) Deafhood. These concepts challenge 
the tone of our messages, the lens we can use, and explores the possibility of 
shaping services towards the heart of the Deaf community. A thriving 
community is likely to result in confident and healthy deaf adults that can 
engage with civic/mainstream systems as deaf people who are part of support 
systems within this community. The improved outcomes in health and wellbeing 
will justify setting up additional services and the costs that come with them. 

This paradigm shift will require clear communication and effective 
engagement, as it will be a challenge because not all deaf people understand 
what a ‘healthy and mentally well’ deaf person looks like. We have yet to define 
this because the opportunity was never there. The Deaf community requires 
significant investment, including space creation, support for people to explore 
spaces outside of Brighton and Hove and opportunities for the community to 
come together and embrace their cultured lives. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix one: Information sheet 
 
Participant information sheet 
 
Home is a place that has social and cultural meaning, and yet how home is 

represented can be broadly different depending on one’s geographical location, 
community and its corresponding cultures. Insofar, it is assumed that the home of 
deaf people is situated where they are located, with their family, and within their 
street but in essence that idea is potentially more complex than originally perceived. 
Instead, home might be their school for deaf children, a circle of deaf friends, or a 
community that shares the same language and cultural behaviours as themselves, all 
of which may not be the home of deaf people’s parent or family. 

This project asks different questions, such as: what is the Deaf community? How 
do people act out their identity in the community? Where are the places that people 
feel a sense of belonging? The project looks at the relationship between the ‘self, body 
and landscape’ for a linguistic minority community, such as the Deaf community. 

This project does not decide who is a ‘member’ of the Deaf community and allows 
people to ‘self-define’ themselves, therefore the participants to this project can include 
deaf, hard of hearing and hearing people. The data we receive will be used to create 
maps that might describe the hot and cold areas of the city, the relationship between 
historical or modern buildings, or spaces that form at different times of the day. 

The data we collect will be received in four ways: 
• Through photos. 
• Through a questionnaire. 
• Through a sketch map. 
• Through an interview/walk through the city. 

You might be asked to participate in more than one way as each part will ask for 
more information, if you wish to participate in the project, please do contact the 
project lead: 

 
John Walker 
j.walker@sussex.ac.uk 
07974 146859 (text, Facetime) 
  
Frequently Asked Questions 
What is the purpose of the study? 
The aim of this study is to explore how the Deaf community is structured within 

the city of Brighton and Hove. 
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Why have I been invited to participate? 
You will be asked if you consider yourself a member of the Deaf community and 

whether you live and/or work in Brighton and Hove city. If so, your contribution will 
be valuable to this project. 

 
Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part, 

you will be given this information sheet to keep and will be asked to sign a consent 
form. If you decide to take part, you are still free to withdraw at any time and without 
giving a reason. Whatever your reasons might be, your withdrawal will be treated 
with respect. 

 
What will happen if I take part? 
You will be asked to take part in any of the four activities listed above, maybe more 

than one. You are not required to take part in all four activities and can withdraw at 
any point. 

 
Activity What happens? How long? With who? 

Photo 
elicitation 

You will be asked to take 
photographs that represents the 
response to ‘what is the Deaf 
community?’ You will be asked to 
take part in a group discussion to 
decide which photo you think it 
best. 

4 hours A photographer in 
the Deaf 
community. 

Survey You will be asked to fill in a 
survey, available in both BSL and 
English, that you can complete 
online, or with an interviewer. 

2 hours Independently or 
with an 
interviewer. 

Sketch map You will be asked to draw in a 
map all of the places you go to 
when you participate in the Deaf 
community. 

15 mins Independently. 

Interview/walk You will be asked to take a walk, 
using the map, where you go 
when you visit the Deaf 
community, and be asked 
questions about what you do 
there. 

1 hour. Interview with 
John Walker 

 
 
What are the potential risks of taking part? 
• All information will be treated anonymously but your details will be recorded 

so that we can contact you again. Your responses and personal details will be 
collected separately. 
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• If you participate in the interview/walk, you can decide where you want to 
walk and how far. If you feel that you are unable to walk further, you can 
request a break or stop at any time. 

• What will happen to the results of the research study? 
• The results will be reported in a PhD thesis and may be published in a report or 

article. No data can be traced back to you. 
 

Who is organising this research? 
John Walker is the principal investigator, who is a doctoral student at the School of 

Global Studies. 
 
Who has approved this study? 
The School of Global Studies have approved this research through its ethical 

review process. Additionally, DeafCOG has reviewed the ethical processes too and 
their current policies apply. 

 
Contact for further information 
If you would like further information on this research study, please do make 

contact. If you have any general questions or concerns regarding the way in which 
this study is being handled, please contact my supervisor: 

 
Dr. Simon Rycroft – senior lecturer, human geography 
S.P.Rycroft@sussex.ac.uk 
 
University of Sussex has insurance in place to cover its legal liabilities for the 

respective parts of this study. 
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Appendix two: Consent form 

 
PROJECT TITLE: Mapping Deaf Brighton 

 

  

 

Project Approval Reference: ER/JW213/1 

    
I agree to take part in the above University of Sussex research project. I have had 

the project explained to me and I have read and understood the Information Sheet, 
which I may keep for records. I understand that agreeing to take part means that I am 
willing to 

• Be interviewed by the researcher 
• Participate in a group discussion 
• Allow the interview/discussion to be video recorded 
• Make myself available for a further interview should that be required 
I understand that any information I provide is confidential, and that no 

information that I disclose will lead to the identification of any individual in the 
reports on the project, either by the researcher or by any other party. 

Any video recording will be used for analysis amongst researchers, but video 
footage will not be used in the final report, unless further permission is sought from 
the participant. The video will be translated into written English, which may be 
quoted in the final report; all comments will be recorded anonymously and reference 
to individuals will be anonymised. 

 
I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to participate in part 
or all of the project, and that I can withdraw at any stage of the project without being 
penalised or disadvantaged in any way. 

I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes of this research 
study. I understand that such information will be treated as strictly confidential and 
handled in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. 
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 Participant: 

  
 
Name: 

 
 

 
Signature 

 
 

 
Date: 

 

 
 
Interviewer: 
 
I believe that ___________________________ (name) understands the above project 

and gives his/her consent voluntarily. 
 
 
Name: 

 
 

 
Signature 

 
 

 
Address: 

 

 
Date: 
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Appendix three: Photographs 
Permission has been given for the use of these photographs whilst every effort has 
been made to trace the copyright owners of other images. 
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Appendix four: Survey 
 
If you wish to access the survey online, where you can access questions in both 

English and BSL, please follow the link. 
https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7NCIQFl6Sf6S8pn  

 
There are questions that ask the survey respondent to indicate the level of 
happiness or kindness against an image. The pdf copy does not show the series 
of ‘stars’ to represent levels one to seven; they do appear in the survey itself. 
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Mapping Deaf Brighton survey

Project description

Info sheet

 

What is Mapping Deaf Brighton project all about?

This project is about how Deaf people create their 'home' and

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA3_-aAZ1rs
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'community'. 
Home is a place that has social and cultural meaning, and yet how home is
represented can vary broadly depending on one’s geographical location,
community and its corresponding cultures. Insofar, it is assumed that the
home of deaf people is situated where they live, with their family, and within
their street but in essence that idea is potentially more complex than originally
perceived. Instead, home might be their school for deaf children, a circle of
deaf friends, or a community that shares the same language and cultural
behaviours as themselves, all of which may not be the house where deaf
people’s parent or family live.
 
We are asking what is it that we do that makes us a community.
This project asks different questions, such as: what is the Deaf community?
How do people act out their identity in the community? Where are the places
that people feel a sense of belonging? The project looks at the relationship
between the ‘self, body and landscape’ for a linguistic minority community,
such as the Deaf community.
 
This survey is for anyone who sees themselves as a member of the Deaf
community.
This project does not decide who is a ‘member’ of the Deaf community and
allows people to ‘self-define’, therefore the participants to this project can
include deaf, hard of hearing and hearing people. The data we receive will be
used to create maps that might describe the 'hot' and 'cold' areas of the city,
the relationship between historical or modern buildings and spaces that form
at different times.
 
How do we collect data?
The data we collect will be received in four ways: 
1. Through photos.
2. Through a questionnaire.
3. Through a sketch-map.
4. Through an interview/walk through the city.
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Consent

 
If you have more than one family member who are members of the Deaf
community?
Each person will need to complete the survey for themselves. If another
member of the Deaf community live and/or work in Brighton and Hove city,
please do pass on the link to them.
 
For more information about the research, contact:
John Walker (Doctoral Researcher), University of Sussex
j.walker@sussex.ac.uk
07974 146859 (text, Facetime) 

Consent form

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=75mwKfrQx8o
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Consent form for Mapping Deaf Brighton project
 
I agree to take part in the above University of Sussex research project. I have
had the project explained to me and I have read and understood the
Information Sheet, which I may keep for records. I understand that agreeing to
take part means that I am willing to:
- Be interviewed by the researcher
- Participate in a group discussion
- Allow the interview/discussion to be video recorded
- Make myself available for a further interview should that be required 
[You understand what you are being asked to do]
 
I understand that any information I provide is confidential, and that no
information that I disclose will lead to the identification of any individual in the
reports on the project, either by the researcher or by any other party. [Nothing
you say will be connected to your name or name of others]
 
Any video recording will be used for analysis amongst researchers and
participating organisation, but video footage will not be used in the final report,
unless further persmission is sought from the participant. The video will be
translated into written English, which may be quoted in the final report; all
comments will be recorded anonymously and reference to individuals will be
anonymised.  [If we film you, no one will see it but we might quote you
without saying who said it. If we decide to use the video, we will ask you
for permission first]
 
 
I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to
participate in part or all of the project, and that I can withdraw at any stage of
the project without being penalised or disadvantaged in any way. [You don't
have to do this. You can stop at any time and no-one will be upset]
 
I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes of this
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First criteria

research study. I understand that such information will be treated as strictly
confidential and handled in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998.
[Your name and address will be kept secret and no one will know what
you said]
 
 
Ethics Approval: ER/JW213/1 

Please write your name in box to consent.

Date

Name of interviewer (if there is one)
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Home/work

Question 1 1rst criteria

Do you see yourself as a member of the Deaf community?

Yes No

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIKSt1Qdepo
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Question 2 home work

What is the post code or first line of your address for your home? (this
information will never be published)

What is the post code or first line of the address for your place of work (paid
or voluntary)? If there is more than one, pick the location you are in most of
the time. (this information will never be published)

If you are unemployed, retired, etc., write this in the box.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xdq70BRg_8E
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Important locations

Question 3 Important locations

Write five locations in Brighton and Hove city that is most important to you as
a member of the Deaf community. (write name of the place or use the post
code if you know it)

Location 1
What do you do
there?
Location 2
What do you do
there?
Location 3
What do you do
there?
Location 4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E9ZYRB3zjlI
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Use of services

Question 4 Use of services

In the last 3 years, how did you communicate with services that helped you to
do the following?

What do you do
there?
Location 5
What do you do
there?

Directly
with

people in
sign

language

Through
other

means
(e.g. I do

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOykdDT4hQA
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or a
Deaf-led
service

Through
communication

support

writing it
down,

lipreading)

Finding
information

on-line

not
need
this

There is
nothing

available

Socialising
with friends   

Getting
exercise   

Being listened
to   

Feeling
comfortable at
home (e.g. feel
warm, safe,
dry)

  

Work/life
balance   

Making a
complaint   

Staying away
from
something that
might harm
you. (e.g sleep
safe, walking
at night,
nearby
violence/drugs)

  

Meeting
professionals
who can help
you (e.g. GP,
police, social
worker, etc.)

  

Checking your
health and
becoming
immunised

  

Eating
healthily   
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Photo description

Photo elicitation

In this section, you will be asked to look at a picture related to the Deaf
community or public services. For each picture, you will be asked two
questions:
 
1. Does the picture make you happy? 
One star is 'not happy or unhappy'. 7 stars is 'very happy'. You can move the
slide left and right until you arrive at a point where you feel is right for you.
 
2. Does the picture remind you of 'kindness' or 'unkindness'?
One star is 'very unkind'. 7 stars is 'very kind'. You can move the slide left and
right until you arrive at a point you feel is right for you.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RCltKMOqOq0
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Photo 1

 
At the end, you will be asked to add any comments about the picture. You can
write whatever you like.
Maybe, the picture reminds you of something important, or reminds you of
how you feel.

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy
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Photo 2

Any comments?

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 3

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 4
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Photo 5

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 6

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 8

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 9

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 10

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind



06/12/2021, 16:57Qualtrics Survey Software

Page 24 of 59https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Bloc…urveyID=SV_7NCIQFl6Sf6S8pn&ContextLibraryID=UR_e4XmTEkGZoxQvCR

Photo 11

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 12

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 13
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Photo 14

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 15

 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 16

 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 17

 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 18

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 19
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Photo 20

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?
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Photo 21

Any comments?

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 22

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 23

Any comments?

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 24

Any comments?

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy
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Photo 25

Any comments?

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Very unkind <-> Very kind

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 26

Any comments?

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy



06/12/2021, 16:57Qualtrics Survey Software

Page 44 of 59https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Bloc…urveyID=SV_7NCIQFl6Sf6S8pn&ContextLibraryID=UR_e4XmTEkGZoxQvCR

Photo 27

Any comments?

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

Very unkind <-> Very kind

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind



06/12/2021, 16:57Qualtrics Survey Software

Page 45 of 59https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Bloc…urveyID=SV_7NCIQFl6Sf6S8pn&ContextLibraryID=UR_e4XmTEkGZoxQvCR

Photo 28

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 29

 
 
Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 30
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Photo 31

Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 
 

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 32

Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 
 

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind



06/12/2021, 16:57Qualtrics Survey Software

Page 50 of 59https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Bloc…urveyID=SV_7NCIQFl6Sf6S8pn&ContextLibraryID=UR_e4XmTEkGZoxQvCR

Photo 33

Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 
 

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 34

Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 
 

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Photo 35

Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?
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Photo 36

Any comments?

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind
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Does this picture make you 1. happy? and 2. is it kind or unkind?

Any comments?

 

Not happy or unhappy <->
Very happy

Very unkind <-> Very kind



06/12/2021, 16:57Qualtrics Survey Software

Page 56 of 59https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Bloc…urveyID=SV_7NCIQFl6Sf6S8pn&ContextLibraryID=UR_e4XmTEkGZoxQvCR

Meta 1

Meta data

Do you identify as:

deaf

hard of hearing

hearing

other

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ju4hcSUtJT8
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Do you identify as:

Are there other people in your family who are members of the Deaf
community? If so, how many?

Which means of communication do you use? (you can pick more than one)

What is your age?

female

male

non-binary

other

 

How many people?  

 0 10

British Sign Language

Sign Supported English

Fingerspelling

Written English

Spoken English

Others

Under 18

18 - 24

25 - 34

35 - 44

45 - 54
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Thank you

Thank you message

Thank you for being part of this survey. Your responses help us to understand
how the Deaf community function. We are hoping to interview 120 people and
the research will reveal how the community functions collectively. When the
data is collected, we will create some factsheets with information, which will
be available to public bodies and local Deaf organisations.
 

55 - 64

65 - 74

75 - 84

85 or older

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryb86HXf4C4
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University of Sussex

Powered by Qualtrics

If you wish to learn more, please contact John Walker.

The next part of the survey is a face to face interview to find out about Deaf
culture and behaviours in different places. Would you like to be part of the
next phase in this research?

If yes, please provide with a way to contact you - email, text message,
facetime/skype.

Yes

Maybe

No

Email

Facetime/Skype

Text message/mobile

http://www.qualtrics.com/
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 Appendix five: Interview guide/directive 

 
Mapping Deaf Brighton 
 
Questionnaire or topic guide 
 
Overview 
The investigation will involve a mixed method approach to collating data, which 

will be sought from a variety of sources, namely: 
1. Photo elicitation 
2. Survey 
3. Sketch map 
4. Interview/walks 
 
This document will highlight the range of questions this investigation will ask 

from the respondent. 
 
 
1. Photo elicitation 
Question: What is the Deaf community? 
 
The answer to this question will be left for the participants to respond to according 

to their cultural and social knowledge of the Deaf community. 
 
2. Survey 

Question Type of data How data is represented on a 
map 

Locations   

Where do you live? Postcode* Pin on the map 

Where do you work? Postcode Pin on the map 

Where do you meet members of 
your community? (community 
places) 

Addresses Pins on the map 

Community assets   

Which council premises/services 
do you use? 

Tick pre-described postcodes 
and descriptions 

Pins on the map 
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Which community assets do you 
use? (premises) 

Tick pre-described postcodes 
and descriptions. 

Pins on the map 

Which service(s) do you use and 
describe if the service is in sign 
language/ communicated 
clearly? 

Write location, which 
service/professional is used, and 
for what person; and whether 
the service provider can 
sign/communicate 

Pins on the map 

 clearly.  

Memories/narratives   

Pick 5 spaces in Brighton and 
Hove city that has meaning for 
you. Think about why those 
spaces are important and 
write/sign one or two sentences 
to explain why. 

5 x post codes (could be one of 
the above or new) 
5 x text or video that records the 
respondent’s comment on the 
importance of the location. 

Pins on the map with related 
text, video or picture associated 
with each pin. 

Against each space, record out of 
10 the level of 
happiness/kindness you felt 
there. 

Number, where 1 is the lowest 
level of happiness/kindness and 
10 is the highest. 

A number attached to each pin. 

Photographs   

View 20 photographs and state 
relevance and level of 
importance to the individual. 

State which location is 
represented in the photo. 
Number, where 1 is the lowest 
level of happiness and 10 is the 
highest. 

Locations or areas of importance 
that have cultural value. 

Meta information   

Meta data for each respondent 1. Deaf/hard of 
hearing/hearing? 
2. Use British Sign 
Language/other signing 
form/English? 
3. Male/female/other? Personal 
pronoun? 
4. Age range? 

It is possible to draw out 
locations that are one or two of 
the categories mentioned. 
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5. Are you a member of the Deaf 
community? 

 
3. Sketch map 
Question: In a typical day or week, where do you go when you participate in the 

Deaf community? (Question could be altered to include ‘time with friends’, ‘in a Deaf 
family’, ‘in Deaf related work’, etc.). 

 
The map below is an example of a sketch map that has space for the respondent to 

draw onto. An additional piece of paper will be provided for virtual spaces where 
communities are contacted and engaged with remotely. 
 

3. Interview/walk 
Using the sketch map, the interviewer and respondent agree a route to walk and 

revisit the locations the respondent has visited/used/resided in. This is a semi-
structured interview and coupled with the experience of walking, touching, seeing, 
engaging, re-experiencing the landscape in context. Additionally, the respondent will 
be asked to include engagement in virtual spaces through technology the respondent 
might have on their person or at home or at work. 

 
Interview directive 
“When you participate in the Deaf community, …” 
 
Performativity 

1. What do you do? 
2. First contact? Hugs, kisses, handshakes, high fives,… 
3. First conversation? Wellness, weather, health, time available, plans, … 
4. Body position/eye contact? To the person they are talking to, to others, to 

themselves, … 
5. Time allocated? When to start? When to finish? 
6. Moving from one person to another? Moving between real or virtual 

contact? 
 
Networks 

1. Types of networks? 
2. Networks attracted to or avoided or ignored? 
3. Actions with different networks? 
4. Location of networks in real and virtual spaces? 

 
Geographical locations 

1. Places of importance? And repulsion? 
2. Locations of cultural significance? 



 

   
 

351 
3. Geographical significance and relationship with public services? 
4. Light, shade, visibility, obscurity, freedom, security, … ? 
5. Proximity and closeness to sites of importance? Sites of temporality and 

spontaneous action? 
 
Historical locations 

1. Memories of past actions? 
2. Places of historical importance? 
3. Relationship between past actions and present actions? 
4. Accounts and myths that may explain current actions? 

 
Temporal actions 

1. Actions during the week or weekend? Morning, afternoon, evening, night 
time? 

2. Actions at repeated events and their frequency? 
3. Actions in the run up/down to and from events? 
4. Actions taken with varying speed and hastiness? 
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Appendix six: Online locations 
 

Emma p. 1 

 
Emma p. 2 
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Lee p. 1 

 
Lee p. 2 
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Parveen 

 
Eytan 
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Appendix seven: Examples of histograms 
 
The data collated from the survey were presented as histograms for analysis, and 

further data analysis, such as X2, mode and median. There are certain clusters of 
histograms that represent data in different distributions. 

 
Distributions: 1,7 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Histogram of happiness responses to ‘oralist classroom’
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Distributions: 1 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Histogram of happiness responses to ‘community banquet’
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Distributions: 4 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Histogram of happiness responses to ‘council: benefits’.

0

1.75

3.5

5.25

7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7



 

   
 

358 
 
Appendix eight: Respondent profiles 

 
The following individuals contributed to the investigation in interviews at 

different stages including the photo elicitation exercise, sketch maps and the semi-
structured interview. All of the respondents are fluent in BSL and use the language as 
their first or preferred language. 

 
Emma 
Emma is a long-time resident in Brighton and Hove and has seen the changes in 

the city over a lifetime. She works in education, in both support and educational roles, 
and is able to engage with deaf people from all walks of life. She was educated in 
Ovingdean Hall school, which used the oral approach to education, but she had a few 
spells in mainstream education. She is in her 50s and the eldest daughter to her 
mother and step father; she is one of three children and the only deaf person in the 
family. Emma has a degree in the Arts and is currently developing one of her 
ambitions to be a tour guide for museums and galleries. 

 
Lee 
Lee is a postman by profession but he started with a career in graphic designing. 

He enjoys the outdoors and takes part in orienteering competitions with a team that 
can’t sign; he uses gesture to get by. He is an ambitious traveller and enjoys going to 
far distant places on his own with a camera in hand. He is a father and enjoys being 
part of the Deaf community. Lee attended Hamilton Lodge School as a child. 

 
Lulu 
Lulu has always been a rebel in the education system where oral approaches were 

used; she would sign and encourage her peers to sign as well. She enjoys activities 
that are holistic and finds comfort being surrounded by Art and culture. She has ties 
to Chile through her father and enjoys being part of the Deaf community in her own 
way. Lulu is able to communicate in a variety of settings as well as in international 
events. Lulu attended different schools, both residential and mainstream, but her last 
school was Ovingdean Hall school. 

 
Marielle 
Marielle is a French citizen who has a family and career in the UK. She often 

travels between home, with her parents, and in Brighton with her partner and 
daughter. She often reflects on the differences between French and British Deaf 
cultures. She is a personal assistant and always engaging in a deep conversation. 

 
Monique 
Monique is from Sri Lankan heritage but she was brought up in Luton. She has 

always been part of the Deaf community as well as having a deaf brother. Her family 
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now lives in Australia so she has several locations around the world that she calls 
home. She has worked in Reunion Island and is fluent in French and LSF. She is a 
renowned actor with award winning performances including Shakespearean plays 
and theatre using innovative form. Monique has a strong social media presence and 
engages with different communities and networks across the UK and internationally. 
Nadia helped to develop Deaf Diaspora, a local annual festival celebrating deaf 
people and the Arts. Monique did attend Mary Hare grammar school as well as other 
schools before then. 

 
Ollie 
Ollie is a deaf CODA (child of deaf adult) and has a deaf sister. She is married to a 

deaf person and has two daughters. BSL is his first language and the language of his 
home. He attended Mary Hare grammar school and is now a director of his own 
company focusing on interpreting, translation and teaching. Ollie lives in East Sussex 
and was one of the directors of DeafCOG. 

 
Parveen 
Parveen was raised in Luton and attended a residential school in Hertfordshire. 

Her hearing parents brought her to the local Deaf club at a young age, which was a 
positive move for her and her family. At school, she was exposed to various 
communication systems included Cued Speech (which is a visual representation of 
phonetic sounds), which she no long uses today. She identifies as Sikh and is married 
with two daughters. She is a sign language tutor and personal assistant; she likes to 
play a low-key in the Deaf community as she enjoys her privacy as well as 
engagement in the Deaf community. 

 
Tom 
Tom is a gay man and an advocate for his community at different levels. He has his 

own outreach organisation based in Brighton as well as providing personal assistant 
services in the city. He once dabbled in performing arts but then became an advocate 
for ‘men who have sex with men’, called Deaf MESMAC, at the height of the HIV 
epidemic in the 1990s. He then moved to Bristol and Wales and developed his career 
as a community advocate. He later moved to Brighton and established himself there. 
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