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RETHINKING THE DEAF CHILD’'S RELATION TO LANGUAGE

LUIS E. BEHARES
(Universidad de la Republica Montevideo—Uruguay)

1. In this paper | will try to gather some reflectiothat come from studies about
what | will call “the deaf's child relation to langge” (Behares, 1995) in the last 40
years.

This field of research is related at the same timdistorical approaches that
come from different traditions. On the one handsitelated to the psycholinguistic
studies of the perception of language under pdatiuaffected conditions, since the
congenitally deaf does not perceive the oral lagguéor he does so in extremely
particular ways). On the other hand, this fielérégjuently incorporated into the studies
of language acquisition, since it has been acceptade 1960, that sign languages are
natural languages that the deaf subjects acquem tthrough the same or similar
strategies that the hearing people use to accherahguage used in their environment.

Until 1960 “the relation” that we have taken as thigect of our work was
reduced by researchers to a pathology of languadet avas treated outside the realm
of linguistics (by audiology, neuropsychology, sgedgherapy and phonoaudiology,
etc.). Until that date it was very rare to hear sbody talk about “language acquisition
in a deaf child” except for a fringe area of thedty of acquisition that dealt with the
question of deviation from “normal development”.

With the advent of “Stockoe’s discovery” (Stokoe6@) the situation changed
radically. His findings allowed for everything rtdd to deafness to enter the world of
linguistics and directly into the area that lindigis has been granted as its own, that is,
the description of a particular language. Immerisethe theoretical context of North
American structural-functionalism, Stokoe and higny followers, demonstrated that
sign languages were languages in a descriptiveesargsthat each was related to a deaf
community as a as linguistic community (the speskéithat sign language).

Such linguistic descriptions (principally of Ameait Sign Language), have
enabled us to consider, for the first time, theuggitjon of language by deaf children,
not any more conceiving it as a mere problem adtaince, pathology or deviation.
Deaf children of deaf parents acquire these sigguages as their first language with
the same procedural characteristics as any othiéat aebquires language from his
parents. However, deaf children of deaf parenteesemt just a small percentage of the
congenital or prelinguistic deaf children (no mtran a 6%).

Most of the deaf children have hearing parents,ciwhineans they have no
immediate access to the sign language of the dmafmunity in the context of their



early interactions. What is the situation of ddafdren concerning their early relation
to language? Since 1970 this question has beeryzaohland discussed within the
studies about mother-child interaction, obvioustn the basis of the so called
interactionist theories.

Even though everything related to the acquisitidnsign language by deaf
children of deaf parents is not without theoretiostrest, this paper will be devoted to
the analysis of theoretical aspects originated Hey study of the interaction between
hearing mother-and deaf child.

2. Because deaf children have no possibilities foer@gptive input of oral language
and deaf children of hearing parents are never s@do speakers of sign language,
there are severe limitations in the acquisitiofaofjuage by these children. It is for this
reason that the relation between “communicatiord ‘@ymbolic activity” started to be
seen within the framework of interdisciplinary irgetionism. The interaction between
hearing mothers and deaf children started to tgrexdt interest to interactionists since
it involves some valuables theoretical questionchswas the passing from
“prelinguistic” processes to the “linguistic” prases, the oral and gestural modalities,
the conventionalization of the “natural communieatbehaviors” into the structures of
a particular language, and others derived fromethes

Due to its own “interdisciplinary” nature, interamtism brought into the research
about hearing mother-deaf child interaction all itseoretical difficulties. The
opposition between the more psychological tendencfenteractionism (those which
propose a conception of interaction as communinatto as an intersubjective
phenomenon empirically observable) and those ithiaiain closer to the linguistic
tradition (specially the ones called “dialogicalsions of interaction) was particularly
strong and interesting in the field of deafness.

Something easy to corroborate even by the commosesef deaf people and of
the teachers of deaf people is the fact that alralbsteaf children of hearing parents
have, when they are three years old, a way of camuating of their own, different
from the oral language and the sign language ofd@bpective communities and even
different from the artificial instruments of manuapresentation of the oral language
(signed languages, manual alphabet etc.). In fastet children chat with their mothers
and sometimes also with other members of the family their own relatively
conventional system of gestures. This intuitioalieady general in a certain way in the
area of those who work with deaf children; Tervgd®61) objectivized this intuition
under the name of “esoteric symbolism”, when sti# relationship of deafness with
language had not been researched systematicadhe idirection of linguistics.

Esoteric symbolism consists of the conventional (orore or less
conventionalized) symbolic resources shared only @ymother and a child,
incomprehensible by the users of any of the langsiagsed in the social context.
Another way of saying the same thing, even if Tervaloes not use the same terms, is
the following: restricted linguistic system. In fact, Tervort describes it as a register in
which there are similarities with other forms ofasdd cryptic speech (e.g. twins); the
situation of use of a language exists and it hstswecture, similar to that of a language,
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without its being really one, and there is a reucbr simplification of the resources
generally used by a language, even if we consiteatie of the children.

Esoteric symbolism, in this way conceptualized nse¢o have for Tervoort and
other authors that have included it in their anedyshree possible causes: the “natural”
conditions that every child has (even if he is Jdaf construct a language; the
communicative needs of the mother and the chilttjbated to a psychological
element; and the absence of a model of language tmitated since the mother does
not have or know the language of the deaf andtiid does not have natural access to
the spoken language.

Of these three causes, the one most highly comrsidey Tervoort is the last. In
this way he clearly states the difference betwéennature of the process of the deaf
children of hearing parents, and deaf children \Whwe in their home a language to
imitate.

A long series of studies during the 70’s and 8@ddressed the interaction
hearing mother-deaf child, in the context of engsti interactionisrh In the basis of
these works there is a definition, more or lesst,taaf interaction as cognitive,
interpersonal “game”. The interpretation in thesses depends on the psychological
theories, sometimes more pragmatic (Brunner's d¢ch¥@otsky’'s school), and
sometimes more directed to the cognitive pole @iag, formalists).

Esoteric symbolism is not seen by these authorisirspecific role, but as a
difficulty or deviation from the process of langeagcquisition. As a deviation in the
acquisition of language, when the relation deafdelinguage is to be analyzed,
esoteric symbolism is left aside. It is not an damguage (English or another), which
could be acquired in the interaction with the metiNeither is it a sign language (ASL
or another) shared by the mother and availablegchild. Conclusion: the acquisition
of alanguage, even though the child is in natooalditions for this process, does not
take place.

| am not going to analyze here the psychologicaplitations (affective or
cognitive) of the impossibility to acquire a langea since those studies frequently
analyze them in detail. But | would like to pointtdhat these studies take the question
out of the research on language acquisition, aadepit in the less defined field of the
theory of communication, exclusively understoodogychological terms without any
reference to the linguistic matter itself.

Empirical interactionist studies make esoteric sglisin come from the efforts of
the mother and the child to establish a minimateioh communicative substrate.

Other works approach the innateness already reféordy Tervoort: this is the
case of works by Goldin-Meadow (Goldin-Meadow ydfeén 1975, Goldin-Meadow
y Mylander 1990). For these authors the ways ofroanication the deaf children of
hearing parents develop, have the formaniguage-like behaviors and these authors
describe in them universal linguistic propertieigi.c8 there is no model to imitate, such
insistence in the exhibition of universal linguistiroperties, can only be accounted for
by innateness according to these authors, on thkeesistic basis of emphasizing the

! From this group we will mention as characteristitl because of their analytic density, the works of
Bonvillian et. al. 1983; Caselli et. al. 1985; Bgi1982 a and b; Greenstein et. al. 1977 and Magdioores
1980.
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contribution of the child to the “structural regutg’ as a “resilient” property of
language.

The Other subject in the acquisition is here reduce“input”. While, as in the
case of the interactionists, the core of the qaestias placed in the psychological
level, giving to language no role at all, in thase, the study of language as preformed
structure puts the other subject completely oudrof explanatory view. In both cases
the symbolic and the intersubjective domains iratieh to the functioning of the
language are not taken into account.

3. Approaching esoteric symbolism from the field ofrsounication supposes an
instrumental vision of language and leads rapidlyindividual psychology. The
theory of preformation applied to this subject nsmkeimpossible to go beyond the
contradiction that implies this assertion. From poynt of view, in order to deal with
esoteric symbolism, it is necessary for as to ptagselves at in the level of language
as functioning, and to think of its characteristisseffects of this functioning. To say it
in other words, it is not possible to characteaseteric symbolism per se within the
theory of communication, it is necessary to thifilik @as an effect of the functioning of
language.

To justify this option we draw on the approaches tok relationship
language-subject-discourse by authors such as Pecheux (1990), Henry (1992iner
(1987). For these authors a vision of languageracierized as a system of “stabilized,
manageable meanings” which refer to the “real” dipexternal to language, is not
valid (Pecheux 1990). For them the order of languag “an indefinite re-casting of
interpretations” (Pecheux, ibid.) must be in a cdrlace of any theorization.

As Henry says (1992) “Linguistics shows that incdigrse or in speech some
thing is materially repeated” and “what is repeaietias been known since Saussure,
is differences, that is, relationships, what Saressallssignifier”. The functioning of
the language is made of relations between signifeand not of objects (signs?)
manageable or inclined to be combined. These oelatiare dominated by drift,
determined by lack and not by possession.

Acquiring a language is, then, being captivatea Iparticular language “to which
children as well as adults are subjected” (De Leh@82). The Other subject is an
instance of the functioning of the settled languade mother and the child as well are
“spoken” by the language, it is in the drift of thelations of the language that they
become “étres du language” and that they can irdegnd be interpreted (Cfr. Milner
1983).

The hearing mother interprets the gestures of thaf e¢hild in that drift of
relations in which she herself is spoken. At thmedime the deaf child will become a
subject as he is spoken by #lé&erity (otherness) of the language. The oral language of
the mother turns to be the limit of these interiens. This is why we can say that
esoteric symbolism is an effect of oral languageces both mother and child are
spoken and interpreted in oral language.

The speech of the child is always a discourse e#ed so is esoteric symbolism.
The speech of the child is “undetermined” withché tmother’s interpretation to attach
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it to the law of language. Nothing different happenith esoteric symbolism. Its
peculiarity comes from the physiological impossipifor the reception of the spoken
form (oral) of the language by the child, and fréime gestural interpretation in the
context of the relationships of a certain languagsch coincides with that language in
which he could construct the illusion of masteritng

Esoteric symbolism is the effect of the interprietatof the mother by her
language (oral), but it does not have as a resdtdral language. Anyway, the
language of the mother and the language of thd ené going to differ, either that the
child stays within esoteric symbolism or that heuaes another language later (the
sign language) in contact with the deaf community.

4. Once we overcome the instrumental conception ojuage and the vision of
esoteric symbolism as a mere communication phenomewe can revisit it as a
simple effect of the language functioning in theh@®t who interprets the linguistic
production of the child.

From this new perspective, the relation of the cchilith the languages of his
environment (oral or sign languages) takes a nemedsion: it is a constituent link of
his subjectivity (subjectiveness), and not any normple device for use, placed at
the level of the exteriority of behaviors and lifglic structures.

REFERENCES

BEHARES, L.E. (1995) Reconsiderando a relagao @&@n¢a surda com a LinguageRapeles de Trabajo.
(Serie Documentos de Investigacion del ProyecttuSH), Universidad de la Republica, Montevideo.

BONVILLIAN, J.D.; Orlansky,M. and L. Novak (1983)d¥elopment milistones: Sign Language acquisition
and motor developmenthild Development54:1435-1445.

CASELLI, M.C. and P. Massoni (1985) Signed and Vdaaguage learning by a deaf child of hearing
parents, in Tervoort,(ed¥igns of Life. Proccedings of the Second Europeano@gress on Sign
Language ResearchUniversity of Amsterdam, Amsterdam.

DE LEMOS, C. (1992) Los procesos metaforicos y miehicos como mecanismos de camiSabstratum
1:121-136.

ERTING, C. (1982apeafness, Communication, and Social Identitity: AnAnthropological Analysis of
Interaction Among Parents, Teachers, and Deaf Chilen in a Preeschol.Doctoral Dissertation,
The American University, Washington DC.

. (1982b) Sign Language and Communicatiowdsst adults and children, in Baker and Battison

(Eds) Sign Language and the Deaf CommunityNational Association of the Deaf, Silver Springs

(Md).

GOLDIN-MEADOW, S. and H. Feldman (1975) The creatiaf a communication system: a study of deaf
children of hearing parentSign Language Studie$:225-234.

GOLDIN-MEADOW, S. and C. Mylander (1990)Beyond thput given:the child’s role in the acquisition of
languagel.anguage66,2:323-355.

65



GREENTEIN, J.M.; Greenstein, B.B.; McConville, K.nda L. Stellini (1877) Mother-Infant
communication and Language Acquisition in Deaf Infats. Lexington School for the Deaf, New
York.

HENRY, P. (1992A Ferramenta Imperfeita. Editora da UNICAMP, Campinas.

MAESTAS Y MOORES, J. (1990) Early linguistic enwimoent: interactions of deaf children with their
parentsSign Language Studie®6:1-13.

MILNER, J.C. (19870 Amor da Lingua. Artes Médicas, Porto Alegre.
PECHEUX, M. (19900 Discurso. Estrutura ou Acontecimento. Pontes, Campinas.

STOKOE, W. (1960) Sign Language Structure: an oetlof the visual communication system of the
american deafStudies in Linguistics Occassional Papers n° 8.

TERVOORT, R.T. (1961) Esoteric Symbolism in the @amnication Behaviour of Young Deadf Children.
American Annals of the deafl06: 436-480.

66



