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Abstract

The concept of cultural Deafness which is prevalent in the United States is a
recent import to Japan. In a ‘Declaration of Deaf Culture’ published in 1995, the
authors, Kimura and Ichida, proposed that the deaf in Japan, like the deaf in the
United States, should also be considered as a community of people who share the
same culture through the use of sign language (specifically, Japanese Sign Language).
A survey was conducted to find out the impact of this declaration on the Japanese
deaf as well as on those who work closely with the deaf. The results show that there
is a slow but steady change in attitudes towards sign language and deaf culture. Al-
though sign language is gaining more recognition, the results of the survey suggest
that a more active role will have to be taken by leaders in the deaf community to

promote and increase awareness of cultural deafness in Japan.

Introduction

In recent years, it has become accepted, particularly in North America and Eu-
rope, that sign language is a language in its own right and that the deaf have their own
culture. With progress in sign language research as well as increased public aware-
ness of this form of communication, the deaf have been able to gain more political
power. In the United States, the use of the uppercase D in Deaf distinguishes those
who consider themselves to be culturally Deaf from those who are not. The cultur-
ally Deaf identify themselves with the activities and beliefs of people who are deaf

and who share sign language as their distinct mode of communication (cf. Schein
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and Stewart, 1995). They do not consider themselves to be disabled according to the
medical or pathological view of deafness. Instead, they often consider themselves to
be more similar to an ethnic minority with sign language as their linguistic trade-
mark.

The number of hearing impiired people (excluding the hard-of-hearing) in Japan
has been estimated to be 400,000 with 170,000 to 200,000 being able to use some
variety of sign language (Maher and Yashiro, 1995: 8). With increased mobility and
contact with deaf communities in other countries, the Japanese deaf have in recent

years become aware of their own culture and language.

Deaf Culture Declaration
The ‘Deaf Culture Declaration” was proposed by Kimura and Ichida and pub-

lished in Gendai Shisou (Modern Philosophy) in 1995 (this same article is reprinted

in a special edition of Gendai Shisowu in 1996). In an interview of the first author, Ms.

Harumi Kimura, who is an instructor in the sign interpreter training program at the

National Rehabilitation Center for the Disabled in Saitama as well as a deaf news-

caster on the NHK Sign Language News, Ms. Kimura revealed that she only realized

what it meant to be Deaf with a capital D in 1991 after learning about the success of

deaf movements in the United States. Since sign language has been accepted as a

language in its own right in cther countries, the Japanese authors declare that the deaf

in Japan should also be considered as a language minority using specifically, japa-
nese Sign Language (JSL). The main points of this declaration are as follows:

1) The deaf community is not a community of people who cannot hear but a commu-
nity of people who share the same culture through the use of their particular sign
language.

2) Deaf culture and community are threatened by the placement of deaf children in
schools for the hearing (known as *mainstreaming’) and by the use of cochlear

implants which try to ‘fix’ deafness.
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3) Japan is behind other countries not only in adopting the bilingual approach in deaf
education (where sign language can have a prominence in the curriculum equal
to the national language) but also in employing deaf teachers to teach deaf stu-
dents.

4) Simultanecus communication (SimCom) is 2 manual code based on the grammar
of the spoken language. Although it is not the sign language of the Japanese deaf
which has its own grammatical system, those who have learned SimCom think
that they are using the sign language of the deaf.

5) Consequently, sign interpreters who know SimCom have difficulties translating
for the deaf.

6) A clear distinction is required between the deaf and those who are adventitiously

deafened or who are hard of hearing as they do not all use the same language.

Points 1, 2 and 6 have already been made by the Deaf in the United States while the

other three points focus on the situation in Japan.

The language attitude survey

Given the contents of the Deaf Culture Declaration, the decision was made to
investigate the current situation in Japan. Has the Deaf Culture Declaration made any
impact on the Japanese deaf community? Do the deaf and those who are closely
related to the deaf through family or work ties consider Japanese Sign Language to
be equal in importance to spoken Japanese? Would they accept the deaf as a linguis-

tic minority?

Method
In order to answer these questions, a survey was conducted. A database of 97
organizations providing services for the deaf was used to establish contact with the

deaf population as well as those closely related to the deaf, This information was
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compiled by Matsuba (1997) mainly from a list of 84 organizations provided in the
publication, Tkuoru, which will henceforth be referred to as Egual (1996, vol. 20:
130-144), by the Better Communication Society in Tokyo, and also from pamphlets
gathered from additional organizations not on that list. A total of 50 of these organi-
- zations were in Tokyo, 13 on the outskirts of Tokyo, specifically in Kanagawé, Saitama
and Chiba, and 34 in other areas such as Aichi, Ehime, Fukuoka, Hiroshima, Hokkaido,
Ibaraki, Kagawa, Kumamoto, Kyoto, Mie, Miyazaki, Nagano, Osaka, Shiga, Shimane,
Shizuoka, and Tochigi. These organizations serve 11 general functions - advocacy,
research-oriented, social, sports, arts, services, media, labour, volunteer groups, pro-
motion of American Sign Language (ASL), and religious - which, along with more

specific functions, are shown in Table 1 {compiled from Matsuba, 1997: 55-98).
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Table 1. The general and specific functions of the 97 organizations
providing services for the de

General Function
Advocacy

Research

Social
Sports
Ats

Services

Media

Labour

Volunteer groups

Promoting American
Sign Language

Religious

Specific Function

eCorporations
*Self-Help
sEducational/Students’ groups

«Communication .
s(eneral Problems related to the Hearing Impaired
*Sign Lanpuage

sInferpretation

#Clubs made by the Deaf
*Sign Language Circles

eNational associations
sLocal sports clubs

sPerforming
eNon-performing

sInformation

sInterpretation

+0ld People’s Homes N
eInstitutions for the hearing impaired with other disabilities
#Rehabilitation centres

+Other public services

eHearing aids

s(ochlear implants

+Companies

NHK Sign Language News
O%il}ztlonmg

*TV Corporations

sSatellite programmes

#Subsidiary companies (employing the hearing impaired)
»Job settlement

#Parents’/Yolunteer groups
organizing workshgps, study groups, etc.
or deaf children and adults)

+Gallaudet Univ. Assoc-Nippon Chapter
#World Exchange of Silent Cultures
sJapanese ASL Signers’ Society

#Churches for deaf Christians
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The éurvey questionnaires were distributed by students in the World of Sign
Language class at International Christian University in Autumn 1997 as part of their
class project. The rationale for the students’ participation was for them to learn how
to conduct a survey as well as for them to find out more about the Japanese deaf
community for which they had fewer accessible resources than for the American
deaf community. Each student was responsible for contacting three organizations.
Not all the organizations responded and not all who responded were willing to allow
the questionnaires to be distributed to their members. Early on in the project, feed-
back about the original bilingual Japanese-English questionnaire was received from
some of the contacts made. The main concern was about the questionnaire being too
difficult. We were informed of the high illiteracy rate among the deaf in Japan and
that the presence of English sentences could also alarm some possible respondents.
At one organization, the hearing contact person felt that the deaf person would have
increased sensitivity to questions concerning such things as their marital status. There
were also objections to the word ‘survey’ used to explain the purpose of the question-
naire as it was felt that this showed the higher status of the students. As a result, the
word in Japanese was changed to indicate instead a wish to learn or to be taught.

The final revised questionnaire, in Japanese only, contained a section concerning
the respendent’s personal information such as age, sex, marital status, occupation,
education, auditory ability, and so on (although the questionnaire was to be answered
anonymously, in order not to cause offence, respondents were instructed that they
could consider any of these questions to be optional; consequently, many question-
naires were not fully completed). There was also a section about their means of com-
munication - whether they used spoken Japanese, JSL, SimCom, etc.; whether, if
deaf, they used any means of auditory augmentation such as hearing aids, or cochlear
implants; what types of équipment they used frequently - email, fax, etc. In this
section there were also questions about cornmunication problems, membership in

deaf clubs, societies or organizations, and views on the NHK Sign Language News
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and television captioning. Finally, there was a section about attitudes towards Sign
Language. What did they think about the claim published in the ‘Deaf Culture Dec-
laration’ by Kimura and Ichida (1995) that ‘the deaf are a linguistic minority who use
sign language’? How is their current view different from their view 3 years ago, 5
years ago and 10 years ago? Since we were aware that the issue of ‘cultural deafness’
is a recent import into Japan, the purpose of this questi(;n was to determine whether
attitudes towards sign language and the deaf have changed in recent times. Besides
choosing from a scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree with regard to
the above claim, respondents were asked to give reasons for their answers. We also
inquired about the respondents’ attitudes towards the use of sign langnage and their

opinion about deaf education.

Results and Discussion

A total of 147 completed questionnaires were returned by the various organiza-
tions who were willing to participate in this survey. The responses were coded and
organized for quantitative analyses. Not all the items on the questionnaire will be
discussed in this paper. The results reported here will focus mainly on changes in
attitude towards the linguistic minority question over time according to age, sex,
auditory and signing abilities. Since 57.8% of the respondents were hearing, we will
also look at how the results are affected when the respondents are deaf according to
age of onset of deafness, and means of auditory augmentation (if any).

Figure 1 shows the results of asking all respondents whether or not they agree
with the staternent that the *deaf are a linguistic minority who use sign language’.
There does appear to be a change in attitude towards this question in the sense that
when this survey was conducted in autumn 1997, respondents were more willing to
agree with this statement than three years earlier, and their response more thanj three
years earlier is more positive than five years earlier. Their response to this statement

is the most negative ten years earlier. The results of a Friedman One-Way Analysis
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of Variance (ANOVA) revealed that there was a statistically significant trend toward

greater agreement with the statement proceeding from 10 years ago to the present

(€ (df = 3) = 40.37, p < 0.001).

Presant (N= B7); 3years earfier (N = 78); 5 years eariier (N = 77); 10 years earfer (N =72}

<Al
Present \
Three years earer \\

N—— N
N

Ten years earser \.\
1 15 2 25 3 35 4 45 5 55 8
Mean Value on Scale of Agreement
1=Stongly Agres; 2xigree; 325 hat Agree; 4=Somewhat Disagree; S=Disagree; §=Strongly Disagree

Figure 1. Overall response to the statement that “The deaf are a linguistic minority who

use sign langnage’
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These results seem to suggest that the assumption that ‘cultural Deafness’ is a
relatively recent import may be ‘psychologically real’ in the minds of the respon-
dents as there is a tendency to somewhat disagree with the view of the deaf as a
linguistic minority 10 years ago and to somewhat agree at prescﬁt.

Most of the respondents were between ages 20 to 60 with 141 out of 147 respon-
dents indicating their age on the questionnaire. Among these, 35 were in their twen-
ties, 37 in their thirties, 32 in their forties, 26 in their fifties and 11 in their sixties.
Looking at the response to the language minority question int terms of age, it can be
seen in Figure 2 that respondents in their twenties tended to rate the deaf as a linguis-
tic minority more positively over time than did respondents in their sixties. Although
differences between age groups are suggested by Figure 2, a series of Kruskal Wallis
non-parametric tests for “k” independent groups revealed no statistically significant
overall differences between the age groups by time of assessment. However, the data
do suggest that compared to respondents in their 60s, those in their 20s were in greater
agreement with the statement. A series of Mann-Whitney U-Tests comparing the
groups in their 20s and 60s revealed a statistically significant difference for the present
(U = 33.00, z =-2.218, p = 0.027). This is what we would expect as the younger
generation are more likely in many societies to advocate/support change than the
older members. The younger respondents are also more likely to have increased mo-
bility and contacts with deaf cominunities outside of Japan. The change in agreement
with the linguistic minority staternent over time is less drastic for respondents in their
thirties than for those in their forties and fifties. What this could indicate is that older
respondents were less exposed in the past to the idea of the deaf and their sign lan-

guage as being a unique feature but are now willing to agree to this likelihood.
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(205 - N=21,21,18,16)(30s - H=20,18,20,10){40s - N=17,10,10,11){50s - N=18,19,18,17){80s - N=7.7,7,8}

[*Age 20s =Age 30s oAge 40s +~Age 505 *Age 60s |

H e [ mY
Three years earfer ,\
Five years earier \ \,\
Ten years earler \D—-- -
1 15 2 25 3 35 4 45 5 55 6
Mean Value on Scale of Agreement

1aStrongly Agres; J=Agres; hat Agree; 4=5; hat Bisagree; 5=Di , BaStrongly Disagree

Figure 2. Response to the statement that “The deaf are a linguistic minority who use sign
language’ in terms of age of respondeats.

With regard to the sex of respondents, 36% (N = 53) were male and 61% (N =
90) were female {of the 147 questionnaires received back, 4 respondents did not
answer this question). Figure 3 suggests that female respondents view the language
minority guestion slightly more positively than male respondents across the four
time periods. A series of Mann-Whitney U-Tests for two independent samples re-
vealed a statistically significant difference between males and females for the present
time period (U = 607, z = -2.335, p = 0.020). The difference between males and
females for 3 years previously fell just short of statistical significance. No differ-

ences were found between males and females for 5 and 10 years previously.
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(Males - N=33,31,32,31XFemales - N=52,46,43,40)

[=Maks = Females |

TN

Threa years earfer

Five years earfer

Ten years earjer o

1 15 2 25 3 35 4 45 5 55 6
Mean Value on Scale of Agreement

1=Strongly Agree; 2=Agree; 3=5 sat Agree; 4=Somewhat Disagres; S=Disagres; B=Strongly Disagree

Figure 3. Response to the statement that ‘The deaf are a linguistic minority who use sign
language’ according to the sex of respondents,

In terms of auditory ability, 85 of the 147 respondents identified themselves as
hearing, 52 as deaf or profoundly deaf, and 7 as hard of hearing, with 3 missing
values. Figure 4 suggests increasing agreement with the statement from past to present.
A series of Kruskal Wallis tests for “k” independent groups revealed no overall dif-

ferences between sub-groups for the four pericds of inquiry.



43

{Hearing - N=46,41 40,38) Deaf - Hi=33,30,29,28)(Hard of Hearing -N=55,6,8)

[=Hearing -#Deaf -+ Hard-of-Hearing |

Presem &

Trres years earfer \‘-\g

LS

Five years earber k
Ten years earfer ‘\l

1 15 2 25 3 35 4 45 5 55 6
Mean Value on Scale of Agreement

1=Strongly Agree; 2=Agres; Agres; 4xS hat Disagras; S«Disagrae; GuStrongly Disagres

Figure 4. Response to the statement that “The deaf are a linguistic minority who use
sign language’ according to the hearing ability of respondents.

The signing ability of the respondents was also tabulated. One person out of the
147 who completed the questionnaire did not respond to this question. Of the re-
maining 146 respondents, 56 had no signing ability whatsoever, 23 were proficient
in JSL and 67 knew a combination of JSL and other signing methods (including for
example, SimCom and ASL). Figure 5 also shows a tendency to greater agreement
with the statement from past to present. A series of Kruskal Wallis tests for “k”
independent groups revealed no overall differences between groups with differing

signing abilities across the four times of inquiry.
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(None - N=34,30,31,31 }{JSL - N=12,10,8,9XJSL plus ather signing ability - N=40,38,35,22)

[&No siring abky &= JSL siging bty JOL phs ofher srig abiy |

Present
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Three years earler \‘

Five years earfer

Ten years earfer £

1 15 2 25 3 35 4 45 5 55 8
Mean Value on Scale of Agreement

1=Strongly Agree; 2=Agree; 3=Soimewhat Agres; 4=Somawhat Disagres; 5=Disagres; 6=Strongly Disagree

Figure 5. Response to the statement that “The deaf are a linguistic minority who use
sign language’ according to the signing ability of respondents.

The deaf respondents

Among the 52 deaf respondents, 42 answered the question about the onset of
deafness. Of these, 7 were born deaf, 31 lost their hearing at some point after birth
and up to age 20, while 4 lost their hearing between ages 21 to 40. Figure 6 suggests
increasing agreement with the statement by those who became deaf at some point
after birth up to the age of 20, at Ieast for 10, 5, and 3 years earlier. Among those who
became deaf between the ages of 21 and 40, there is no change in agreement over the
period from the present to 3 and 5 years previously. For those born deaf, there seems
to be a change toward greater agreement between 10 years ago and the present. A
series of Kruskal Wallis tests for “k” independent groups revealed no overall differ-

ences between the three sub-groups for the four periods of inquiry. Overall, it might
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be said that those who became deaf later in life are less convinced of being part of a

linguistic minority than those who became deaf before the age of 20.

(Bom Deaf - Nxd, 4 4 4)After birth to 20 - N=25,25,24,22)(Age 21 to 40 - N=3,3.3,2}

[©Bom deaf & Deaf bith o 20 W Deaf 2110 40 |

Present
Three years sarier
Five years earber \.-.\
Ten years earder \EI
" 15 2 25 3 a5 4 45 5 55 &

Maean Value on Scale of Agrearnent

1=Strongly Agree; 2=Aprae; I=Somewhat Agree; 4=Somewhat Disagres; S=Disagres; 6=Strongly Disagree

Figure 6. Response to the statement that “The deaf are a linguistic minority who use sign

language’ according to the age of onset of deafness of respondents.

Only 36 respondents indicated whether they used any means of anditory aug-
mentation. Of these, 16 wore hearing aids while 10 had cochlear implants. Of this
subset, half of those wearing hearing aids responded to the language minority ques-
tion while 9 who had cochlear implants also responded. Figure 7 indicates a common
tendency toward greater agreement with the statement moving from past to present
for those using hearing aids as well as for those with cochlear implants. A series of
Mann-Whitney U-tests revealed no differences between the two groups for the four

intervals of inquiry.
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Figure 7. Response to the statement that “The deaf are a linguistic minority who use sign
language’ according to the means of auditory augmentation used by respondents.

Comments about the ‘deaf as a language minority” question

Although 147 questionnaires were collected, 60 respondents felt that they could
not answer the main question about whether the deaf are a linguistic minority who
use sign language. This section was thus left blank by 41% of the respondents. A
total of 64 respondents gave a reason either for not answering or for the answer
given. The reasons given for doing so are described below according to comments

from hearing versus deaf respondents.
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Comments from hearing respondents

The most common reason given for leaving the question unanswered was that
the respondent could not understand the question due to a lack of knowledge about
the situation, sign language, and culture of the deaf. Some of these respondents felt
that the Deaf Culture Declaration statement ignored the deaf person’s disability which
should not be ignored even if one accepts the deaf as a language minority. Others felt
that the line of thinking advocated by the statement would detrimentally isolate deaf
people from society. Although signing was accepted as being important, some re-
spondents stated that it was not the only way to communicate nor the form of com-
munication for the majority of society. This Declaration could thus cause a rift be-
tween the hearing and the deaf and affect cooperative ventures. Some respondents
- considered the concept of a linguistic minority to be still discriminatory in Japan,
while others pointed out that the deaf are given a certificate of handicap which seems
strange if they are in fact not disabled. They maintained that in Japan, the deaf are
still considered more as being handicapped than as being a minority. One respondent
who clearly knows a lot about the rights of the deaf stated that there was nothing to
agree or disagree about as it is already a fact that the deaf whose first language is sign
language are a minority according to the Kyoto 3.3 Declaration (the Declaration of
the Rights of the Deaf) and recommended that reference should be made to this dec-
- laration before the Deaf Culture Declaration. Finally, statements were made that the
Deaf Culture Declaration excluded those who used residual hearing, as well as those
whe did not or could not sign. These respondents did not think that the sign language
race should be separated from the Tapanese race and would agree with the statement

only if sign language were excluded from the definition of deaf culture.

Comments from deaf respondents
The comments from the deaf respondents showed that they looked at the Deaf

Cultore Declaration from a different perspective from the hearing respondents. Some
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wrote that they understood the idea but felt there had been no future direction or
policy to act upon such a movement, thus rendering the statement vacuous. Some,
like the hearing respondents, indicated that they did not know enough about the Dec-
laration to answer the question but their reason for not knowing enough was quite
unlike the reasons given by the hearing respondents. The lack of knowledge among
the deaf was due to the fact that many among them did not understand written lan-
guage. Some felt that to consider the deaf as a linguistic minority would limit their
potential and discriminate against the deaf who have not had the opportunity to learn
sign language. As suggested by some of the hearing respondents, the deaf respon-
dents also pointed out that not everyone used JSL. Many used the spoken language.
Furthermore, the question did not differentiate between different levels of hearing
loss so that the Declaration actually discriminated against those who lost their hear-
ing later in life and those who were hard of hearing. There was alsc an observation
from one deaf respondent that not everyone who signed was deaf and she did not
want those hearing people with knowledge of sign language to be excluded from the

world of the deaf.

Summary

This initial study suggests that there is an overall change in how the deaf and
those who work with the deaf view the status of the deaf as a langnage minority over
a time period of 10 years. Although there is some indication of statistically signifi-
cant results when the ‘deaf as a linguistic minority’ question was analyzed according
to age and sex of respondents, the auditory and signing abilities of respondents did
not seem to affect their answers. Also, the number of deaf respondents was too small
to show any statistically significant differences in responses according to onset of
deafness and to use of auditory augmentation. The general results do not show par-
ticularly strong agreement with the statement, just more agreement in the present

than in the past. This implies that the concept of cultural deafness is still quite new in
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Japan and is not yet fully understood. In the future, it would be interesting to see
whether the trends suggestive of change shown in this smal sample can be replicated
with a larger sample. Whether or not these trends will continue will probably depend
on the active promotion of cultural deafness in Japan by leaders in the deaf commu-

nity.
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