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deaf-same and Difference  
in International Deaf Spaces 
and Encounters

Annelies Kusters and Michele Friedner 

●  ● Deaf people from all over the world attended the Paris World Fair in 
1900. There, a French deaf leader remarked that deaf people around the 
world “know no borders.”

●  ● Andrew Foster, an African American deaf pastor and educator, estab-
lished more than thirty deaf schools in Africa. His methods inspired 
deaf Nigerians, who applied Foster’s strategies in their voluntary work 
projects with deaf people in Fiji. 

●  ● Expatriates and local Cambodians set up deaf tourism agencies in Cam-
bodia. Previously, local deaf people acted as guides for foreign visitors 
informally and without financial compensation. 

●  ● A deaf American lawyer traveled through Chile and founded a non-
governmental organization to support Chilean deaf advocacy efforts 
by providing legal services and training.

●  ● Deaf youth from all over the world who attended the World Federation 
of the Deaf Youth Section camp in Durban commented on how the camp 
provided opportunities for learning, networking, and empowerment.

●  ● A deaf person from Eritrea traveled to Sweden and was shocked to 
discover how similar her sign language is to Swedish Sign Language. 

While the dynamics in each of these encounters between diverse deaf1 peo-
ple around the world vary, they all involve deaf people meeting each other in 

1 We write deaf with a lowercase “d” because we see deaf as more encompassing, less politi-
cized, and less context-dependent than Deaf. As readers will note, the chapter authors have 
made different choices regarding use of deaf and Deaf.
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international spaces. This book’s title, “It’s a small world,” is a phrase often used 
in such encounters by deaf people who discover mutual connections, often over 
and across great geographical distances, and these encounters can be seen as 
examples of this deaf “small world.” Indeed, a shared experience of being deaf, 
which we call “deaf-same,” created the conditions of possibility for these encoun-
ters to take place. 

The phrase “deaf-same,” although not extensively researched, is often 
assumed to be a widespread (if not universal) phenomenon, and in our personal 
experience in Ghana, India, USA, and Europe it is typically utilized by deaf peo-
ple coming from around the world. deaf-same or “I am deaf, you are deaf, and 
so we are the same” emphasizes at the feeling of deaf similitude and is one of the 
most powerful phrases used in and across deaf worlds. deaf-same is grounded in 
experiential ways of being in the world as deaf people with (what are assumed) 
to be shared sensorial, social, and moral experiences: it is both a sentiment and 
a discourse. Thus, as both a launching point and a unifying framework around 
which the chapters in this book coalesce, the authors use the concept of deaf-same 
in both affirmative and critical ways.

deaf-same produces feelings and relationships in individual people and 
groups as they engage in encounters. Enhancing the idea of deaf-same are deaf 
peoples’ communication practices and the fact that many diverse deaf people can 
communicate across borders and boundaries by using (mixtures of) national signed 
languages, gesture, and International Sign. deaf-same can create claims of likeness 
and affiliation between people with very different cultural, racial, class, religious, 
economic, and geographic backgrounds, thus transcending geography, culture, 
and history, among other things. In this act of transcendence, it produces a desired 
and imagined deaf geography in which differences between deaf people are ren-
dered minimal. This deaf geography in turn produces and engenders the discourse 
of deaf universalism. By deaf universalism we mean a (belief in a) deep connection 
that is felt between deaf people around the globe, grounded in experiential ways 
of being in the world as deaf people. To be sure, being in the world as deaf people 
not only includes the shared experience of being deaf sign language users but also 
shared experiences of oppression, such as the global impact of the Milan 1880 con-
ference, which resulted in a ban on sign language use in deaf education as well as 
barriers and discrimination experienced by deaf people in everyday life.

We see deaf-same as an experiential and analytical departure point and not 
an end point. Why is it not an end point? By analyzing such encounters, we see 
that despite the shared experience of being deaf, there are also substantial differ-
ences between deaf people from different backgrounds. These differences include 
nationality, ethnicity, class, mobility, educational levels, and of course, language, 
among other things. People also have different expectations, purposes, or inten-
tions in reaching out to deaf people in other countries, including making new 
friends, wanting to have an “authentic” tourist experience, learning something 
new, gaining financial profit, and engaging in research, development, or char-
itable works, among others. There can also easily be combined and competing 
motivations.

Exploring similarities and differences between deaf people during their 
encounters is important to clarify for experiential, practical, and theoretical pur-
poses, for both people engaging in such encounters and for people researching 
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them. As the chapters in this book demonstrate, these similarities and differences 
can create complex and contested dynamics between people. Thus, when initiating 
this edited volume, we wanted to examine how sameness and difference are 
actively produced, negotiated, and realized by people in specific times and spaces: 
we were motivated by the sense that feelings of sameness (deaf-same) are often 
foregrounded in deaf encounters while differences are ignored or discounted.

Studying Deaf Worlds Transnationally and Internationally

This book builds upon previous studies of international deaf gatherings and 
encounters. Transnationalism, or experiences that transcend national borders, has 
been a topic of significant interest in deaf studies and other disciplines focused on 
deaf peoples’ experiences. Breivik, Haualand, and Solvang (2002) very produc-
tively studied international deaf conferences and sports events (and they discuss 
some of their findings in their chapter in this book). Using multi-sited ethnography 
in different transnational spaces, they analyzed deaf peoples’ experiences in terms 
of “routes and not roots” (also see Breivik 2005), exploring the ways that deaf 
people often see themselves as part of a transnational deaf community before they 
identify with their national or familial communities (hence people who attended 
such events say that it is like “being with family”).

The term pilgrimage has been used to describe deaf people’s participation in 
the “ritual” of the Deaf World Games (aka Deaflympics), where deaf people from 
around the world come together for a “sacred occasion,” in which signed language 
users temporarily constitute a majority (Haualand 2007). Another ideal deaf place 
is Gallaudet University in Washington, DC, the only liberal arts university for deaf 
people in the world, a “deaf Mecca” to where deaf people from around the world 
make pilgrimages (Lane, Hoffmeister, and Bahan 1996). De Clerck (2007) has 
written about the effect that visits to Gallaudet University and other deaf “ideal 
places” had on Flemish deaf leaders, theorizing that these people were “asleep” 
(in that they were unaware of their language, culture, and rights) and then “woke 
up” during those visits. For deaf people, this experience of a barrier-free environ-
ment fascinated, inspired, and recharged them. 

As for historical perspectives on deaf transnationalism, Murray (2007) inves-
tigated transnational relationships, events, and conferences in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries in his dissertation titled “One Touch of Nature 
Makes the Whole World Kin.” The title is tellingly a quote by Amos Draper, a deaf 
American quoting Shakespeare, implying that shared deafness leads to feelings 
of kinship in an international context. Additionally, Ladd’s (2006) attention to the 
internationalist discourses used during the Paris banquets (which are discussed by 
Gulliver, this volume) has been very inspiring and affirmative for deaf people who 
continue to use these discourses today.

These studies, which constituted the first wave of research on deaf transna-
tionalism, were important not only in laying the groundwork for future studies 
but also in creating or greatly contributing to discourses of deaf transnationalism 
in academic and nonacademic contexts alike, where such concepts have been 
enthusiastically embraced. Murray, Haualand, Ladd, and De Clerck are all deaf 
and have given multiple presentations on the theme of deaf transnationalism in 
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signed language to deaf audiences during World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) 
congresses and Frontrunners courses for example, which have been instrumental 
in spreading discourses of deaf people as transnational in nature.2

These scholars’ historical and ethnographic explorations of deaf transna-
tional spaces tended to focus on those spaces experienced by people who come 
from the global North (countries in Europe, along with Canada, the United States, 
Australia, and other nations with access to and control of resources) and who visit 
“ideal” places (such as Gallaudet University) or events (such as international con-
ferences or sports events), mostly in the global North. These are spaces in which 
elite, mobile, and connected deaf people can circulate.

This first wave of scholarship has addressed but not explicitly focused on 
themes that are central in this book: power, (im)mobility, the limits of deaf univer-
salism, and the stakes of international experiences for those not from the global 
North. Furthermore, research subjects in these studies perform “the right way 
to be deaf,” which can be found (or confirmed) in international encounters, such 
as learning about discourses about deaf identity at Gallaudet University (chal-
lenged by Ruiz-Williams et al., this volume) or discourses about recognition of 
sign languages (see De Meulder, this volume), which are often disconnected from 
local or national specificities. 

To be sure, an increasing number of journal articles, monographs, and edited 
volumes have paid attention to contemporary deaf lives around the globe, such 
as Many Ways to Be Deaf (2003), Deaf around the World (2011), The Deaf Way (1994), 
and The Deaf Way II Reader (2006). A specialized volume on deaf lives in Africa 
(Cooper and Rashid 2015) has been recently published too. A number of mono-
graphs have been published or are in the pipeline, such as Nakamura’s (2006) eth-
nography of deaf identity in Japan, Kusters’s (2015) ethnography of deaf spaces 
in a Ghanaian village, Friedner’s (2015) ethnography on valuing deaf worlds in 
urban India, and Cooper’s forthcoming book on the state of signed language and 
cultural belonging in Việt Nam. In these and other works, scholars have been 
increasingly attentive to the existence of deaf epistemologies that exist elsewhere 
in the world.

However, although these works shed light on deaf lives in the global South 
(countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America with access to fewer resources than 
other countries) and examine deaf peoples’ experiences in specific places and 
times, there is a dearth of work critically engaging with questions about inter-
national deaf encounters within the context of globalization. We see this book as 
bridging this gap: the authors bring together increased attention to differences 
and specificities in deaf worlds with work on deaf international/transnational 
encounters in a context of globalization. In addition, we, and many of the authors 
in this volume, explicitly focus on political economic structures and their roles in 
deaf lives and the creation of deaf worlds. In this sense, we attend to questions of 
power and inequality in deaf worlds. We see inequality and (cultural, local, na-
tional) difference as two different things: inequality should not be glossed over in 
the name of difference.

Indeed, one of the decisions that we had to make for the title of this book 
was whether we would write about “transnational” or “international” deaf 

2 We thank Hilde Haualand for pointing out how these discourses circulate in nonacademic 
as well as academic circles. 
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encounters and spaces. Transnationalism refers to global or cross-border connec-
tions that transcend or break down national borders, and recently it has been a 
widely embraced concept in both activist and academic circles. It is often used in 
the context of migrants’ contacts with people and institutions in their places of or-
igin (Vertovec 2001) but also in the context of feminism (Mohanty 2003), disability 
politics (Soldatic and Grech 2014), and sexual and queer politics (Povinelli and 
Chauncey 1999). According to Appadurai (2001), transnational activism can allow 
for horizontal networking and the ability to leverage cross-border connections to 
demand changes from international bodies and nation-states. Traditionally, move-
ments have utilized transnational frameworks in strategically essentialized ways 
to make claims and demand rights (but see Gamson 1995 on the dangers of this). 

With the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD), which has been ratified by many countries, there is a sense that deaf peo-
ple can go beyond their nation-state to demand rights and entitlements directly 
from international institutions such as the United Nations. The World Federation 
of the Deaf (WFD) seems to encourage this by advocating for deaf people around 
the world to learn about the CRPD and use it as an advocacy tool. However, as 
Stein stresses in his chapter, it is the nation that actually needs to implement the 
CRPD by creating national laws. De Meulder shows a similar situation with regard 
to sweeping definitions of “sign language recognition,” which are in tension with 
differences in national legislation. These and other authors (such as Lockwood, 
Cooper, and Moges, this volume) argue that there is a danger in focusing solely 
on what is transnational as such a focus ignores the very real fact that deaf people 
live in nation-states and that they are members of local, national, religious, ethnic, 
and race-based deaf and hearing communities, for example. The nation-state is 
extremely important: it is a guarantor of rights (or not) and it provides a political 
economic framework. Indeed, deaf people live in specific places and their lives 
are not only characterized by routes: they often have substantial roots as well (cf. 
Breivik 2005).

Thus, as several contributors in our book point out, national borders are often 
very real, and as such we think that international rather than transnational is a 
more suitable framework. Both terms are used throughout the book (depending 
on the emphasis in particular chapters), but we strategically decided to use the 
term international in the book title to recognize both sameness (using the phrase 
it’s a small world) and difference (by using the word international). We call on future 
researchers and scholars to also attend to the stakes of the choices that they might 
make about whether to refer to transnational or international experiences, encoun-
ters, spaces, and relationships. 

Globalization, Asymetry, Ambivalence

Deaf international encounters are happening in a context of globalization, which 
is a fraught, uneven, and ambivalent process. The authors in this book consider 
questions about how deaf people negotiate deaf-same and deaf difference. They 
consider differences in mobility, access to social and economic capital, and differ-
ences in ideologies, ontologies, and epistemologies, within a globalized context 
in which deaf international links, interactions, and encounters are both intensi-
fied and regularized. Held et al. (1999, 2) define globalization as the “widening, 
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deepening and speeding up of worldwide interconnectedness in all aspects of 
contemporary social life.” Key to globalization is an increase in flows of people, 
finance, trade, ideas, ideologies, knowledge, and cultural products (Castles and 
Miller 2010). Globalization is related to political and ideological changes, such as 
laissez-faire economic politics and removing international barriers for flows of 
trade, travel, and capital (Czaika and de Haas 2014). Advances in transport and 
communication technology have occurred: it is cheaper and easier to travel large 
distances and to connect with each other through technology. 

To be sure, the process of globalization is a highly asymetrical one. Czaika and 
de Haas (2014, 318) write:

Although it is often argued that processes of technological progress and 
growing interconnectivity have “flattened” the world (cf. Friedman, 2005) 
and made global opportunity structures more egalitarian, in reality, con-
temporary globalization has been a highly asymmetrical process, which 
has favored particular countries—or rather cities and agglomerations 
within countries—and social, ethnic, class, and professional groups within 
them, while simultaneously excluding or disfavoring others. 

In this context of heightened connectivity and increased inequalities, we believe 
that asking questions about what happens when deaf people (and deaf-authored 
concepts and discourses) travel (or not) is long overdue, as is an investigation of 
the stakes of deaf international experiences. We follow Appadurai (2001) in calling 
for attention to circulation: it is important to track how people, ideas, languages, 
projects, and programs circulate.

Deaf people, at least those in the global North, have become increasingly inter-
ested in deaf people in other places.3 Travelling to international deaf events (docu-
mented by Breivik, Haualand, and Solvang 2002) is by no means a new phenom-
enon (as emphasized in Murray 2007 and in the historical essays in part I of this 
collection), but it seems that there has been increased mobility in deaf worlds and 
that ways of being mobile have diversified because both institutional and noninsti-
tutional deaf spaces are increasing in number. Institutional spaces include camps, 
gatherings, festivals, and educational programs while noninstitutional spaces in-
clude informal and impromptu networking and socializing. This volume’s chapters 
give rich description to forms of mobility. Deaf people not only gather and connect 
in the traditional form of conferences (Gulliver, Zaurov, Haualand et al., Green) and 
sports events (Haualand et al.), but also during international arts events (Schmitt), 
camps (Merricks), leadership programs (Green, Rashid, Kusters et al.), academic 
courses (Ruiz-Williams et al.), development or empowerment initiatives (Boland 
et al., Kusters et al.), nongovernmental organizations (Moriarty Harrelson, Cooper, 
Stein), tourism (Cooper, Moriarty Harrelson, Green), research (Boland et al.), and 
religious missions (Aina and VanGilder). 

Circulation does not only take place in geographical space but also in 
cyberspace. Wellman (2001, 248) argues that a dichotomy between cyberspace and 

3 In contrast, Lee (2012) notes that in Tanzania, there were urban deaf people who were ada-
mantly not interested in meeting foreign deaf people. 
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physical space is a false one: many ties operate in both spaces and physical space 
and cyberspace interpenetrate as people actively surf their networks online and 
offline. The Internet has afforded greater involvement in communities of shared 
interest, and people who connect online have feelings of belonging, share identi-
ties, and obtain information and resources. Through the Internet, deaf people keep 
in touch with their international friends and maintain their networks (Kurz and 
Cuculick, Schmitt, Ilkbaşaran), learn about nongovernmental organizations and 
tourist opportunities (Cooper and Moriarty Harrelson), and watch videos created 
by deaf people from other countries (Ilkbasaran, Kurz and Cuculick).

A major theme among many of these essays is relations between deaf people in 
the global South and the global North. The global South and global North as con-
cepts exist in relation to each other and in critical development studies scholars have 
argued that conditions in the global North have created those in the global South 
and consequently the global South is the target of development and humanitarian 
work (which may or may not be welcomed or helpful). Similarly, deaf people from 
the global North involved in development work and interventions aim to improve 
(assumed or perceived) inequalities in the global South (and improving conditions 
in “developing countries” is a central mission of the World Federation of the Deafs).4 
However, it is not clear how much on the ground actually changes, or whether the 
changes are those that people in the global South would want (as Boland et al., 
Kusters et al., and Moges point out).

Seemingly beneficial “development-oriented” programs and practices such 
as market reforms and humanitarian interventions might not work to everyone’s 
benefit. For example, Cooper’s chapter demonstrates that Việt Nam’s attempt to 
include disabled people by giving tax breaks to businesses that hire them means 
that hearing entrepreneurs in Việt Nam take advantage of these incentives in order 
to establish deaf tourism businesses in Việt Nam for deaf tourists from the global 
North (also see Friedner 2015). Moges’s chapter reveals that Finnish development 
efforts in Eritrea, while perhaps guided by good intentions, led to the coloniza-
tion of Eritrean Sign Language. VanGilder’s chapter discusses the complicated 
dance that American missionaries must engage in to ensure that local people are 
involved and invested in mission projects.

As several authors note, deaf-same obscures inequalities, which very often 
remain and are intensified because of globalization. These include the ability to 
travel, overall socioeconomic status, and access to deaf-related social and linguistic 
capital (including having social connections, being able to use and understand the 
more conventional versions of International Sign, having access to the Internet to 
learn discourses, and being familiar with Western concepts such as “audism” or 
“sign language recognition,” for example). Most authors in the book struggle with 
how to attend to both sameness and difference while being mindful of inequali-
ties as well. Moriarty Harrelson, for example, calls for a sense of “same-same but 
different” and Moges writes about the pitfalls of “excessive sameness.” 

It is also important to consider ambivalence and ambiguity in deaf worlds in 
the context of globalization. The role of ambiguity can perhaps best be highlighted 
in a discussion of Andrew Foster’s work in Africa. On one hand, as Aina’s chapter 

4 See Boland, Kusters, and Friedner (forthcoming) on the history of international develop-
ment initiatives in deaf communities around the world. 
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demonstrates, Foster established schools, churches, and educational programs to 
ameliorate the living and educational conditions of deaf Africans and his work 
was motivated by a sense of deaf-same; he had a transformative effect on many 
deaf peoples’ lives. On the other hand, many critics of Foster claim that he spread 
American Sign Language (ASL) and thus engaged in ASL colonialism. However, 
there are also those who feel deeply grateful to him, and Aina’s chapter carves out 
a space for considering this. In this book we strive to acknowledge these compli-
cated and conflicting feelings and relations. It is clear from the breadth of sites in 
which international deaf encounters occur that we need a new conceptual vocab-
ulary for describing and analyzing them, as we discuss in the following section. 

Theoretical Concepts for Thinking about Deaf Worlds  
and International Deaf Spaces

Deaf people produce and belong to multiple, distinct, and (sometimes) overlapping 
worlds, and for this reason we argue for caution with regard to using established 
deaf studies concepts to describe international deaf encounters. This need for cau-
tion emerges from a number of tensions that permeate this book. These tensions 
exist between certain binaries that appear repeatedly in the different chapters: the 
binaries between sameness and difference, specificity and generality, local and 
global, the global North and the global South, developed and un(der)developed, 
mobility and immobility, roots and routes, and national and international. To be 
sure, these binaries are extremes, and international deaf encounters are often expe-
rienced as a complex interplay of (fluid and constantly shifting) middle points on 
the continuums created by these different binaries. The goal then is to allow this 
middle ground to come to the fore and not to become entranced by the binaries. 
Boellstorff (2005) even pushes anthropologists to examine how the (binary) cate-
gories of sameness and difference might no longer be appropriate for understand-
ing increasingly global experiences.

Deaf Studies Concepts: A Focus on Sameness

The concepts of “Deaf culture” and “Deaf identity” have been extremely produc-
tive for deaf studies scholars and lay deaf people. However, these concepts are 
often uncritically adopted as ideologies rather than as framing concepts, as if there 
is one way to have a “deaf identity” and as if there is one deaf culture in the world. 
Indeed, these concepts are often taken for granted and both scholars and lay peo-
ple often mention “Deaf culture” without qualifying exactly whose Deaf culture 
or where it exists, assuming that deaf identity or deaf culture is universal (but 
see Nakamura 2006 on how deaf identity needs to be situated in time and space). 
Wrigley (1996, 114) notes that “the ‘certainty’ of ‘Deaf culture’—in the singular—
hazards a new arrogance: the projection of one certain form of Deaf culture, one 
experience, and one kind as the model for all.” Similarly, Branson and Miller (2002, 
244) suggest that the idea of all deaf people having a common, universal, overrid-
ing Deaf identity is “a new symbolic violence associated not with the damnation 
of difference but with the denial of difference,” a new but unconscious cultural 
imperialism not yet recognized as such (Branson and Miller 2002, 243).
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Thus, while concepts such as “Deaf identity” or “Deaf culture” have been pro-
ductive and galvanizing for deaf studies and deaf people, we argue that especially 
in the context of globalization and increased contact—in person and through social 
media—between international deaf people, we need to reconsider and qualify 
what these concepts might obscure in their emphasis on sameness.

In a number of deaf studies concepts, the international dimension of deaf 
experiences, networks, and signed languages has been explicitly included, 
although we argue that, similar to the concepts of Deaf culture and Deaf identity, 
these concepts have focused on how deaf people are similar to each other. Perhaps 
the most well-known contemporary examples are “Deaf Gain” and “Deafhood” 
and slightly less well known is “co-equality.” Murray (2007) defines co-equality 
as an understanding of “Deaf lives as being influenced both by Deaf-centered 
spaces and by larger society,” and these deaf-centered spaces are understood as 
actually or potentially cosmopolitan in nature. Deaf Gain (Bauman and Murray 
2014) is a concept that aims to illustrate what deaf people gain from their deafness 
and how deaf people contribute to society. Being able to connect internationally, 
through International Sign, is seen as an important example of Deaf Gain. 

Similarly, Deafhood theory stresses that deaf people have something in com-
mon that goes beyond national or ethnic borders. According to this theory, deaf 
people share the existential and biological fact of deafness, using signed languages, 
and experiences of oppression, and they are able to communicate in International 
Sign across boundaries. In his chapter in this book, Ladd argues that while there is 
great diversity among deaf people worldwide, they are united in Deafhood, in that 
they have shared deaf experiences. As such, Ladd seems to privilege sameness 
over difference. The theory of Deafhood is seemingly essentialist and has a teleo-
logical element, implying that deaf people, regardless of where they are, should 
use signed languages and connect with other deaf people socially (Kusters and De 
Meulder 2013).

These concepts thus focus on ways that deaf people are the same as each other 
and they assume that there is one teleological way to be deaf.

Documenting Both Sameness and Difference: Deaf Worlds and Worlding

In addition to concepts that focus on and recognize sameness, we argue that we 
must expand our analytical and conceptual vocabulary to include concepts that 
represent both sameness and difference. Deaf people in the USA and other places 
in the global North use the term deaf-world “to refer to these relationships among 
themselves, to the social network they have set up, and not to any notion of geo-
graphical location” (Lane, Hoffmeister, and Bahan 1996, 5). While the concept of 
deaf-world has been productive for deaf people to describe their networks, and 
for those of us working in deaf studies and at the intersections of Deaf studies and 
other disciplines, we argue it is important to recognize multiplicity and diversity 
in deaf worlds, to affirm that there can be more than one deaf world and many 
ways to be deaf (cf. Monaghan et al. 2003), and to acknowledge that deaf worlds 
exist in relation to (and often within) other kinds of worlds.

We stress that deaf people produce these worlds themselves. In that sense, we 
find Heidegger’s (2008) concept of “worlding” to be especially useful in that it 
implies agentive action. Through orienting to each other in different kinds of time 
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and space, deaf people create worlds with each other; they move through time 
and space toward and away from each other. The concept of worlding allows us 
to consider how deaf worlds might be created anywhere and at any time and that 
all deaf people are potentially agents in this process; worlding therefore pushes us 
beyond the concept of the deaf-world in that it allows us to analyze how particular 
worlds are made and unmade. 

In documenting deaf people’s actual production of worlds we derive inspi-
ration from medical anthropologist Arthur Kleinman’s concept of “local moral 
worlds” in which moral experience is created through “local processes (collective, 
interpersonal, subjective) that realize (enact) values in ordinary living” (Kleinman 
1999, 71–72). According to Kleinman, people enact worlds through interaction and 
shared experiences and in doing so, they determine what is worthy of value. We 
argue that scholars, activists, and practitioners must attend to deaf local moral 
worlds, wherever they are, and that in doing so they must locate what is specific 
about these worlds. 

The concept of local moral worlds allows us to examine how deaf worlds are 
actually created, enacted, and experienced by people. The concepts of worlding 
and local moral worlds also allow us to see how these worlds are both made and 
unmade as well as what is specifically local and global about them, even though 
it is impossible to disentangle local and global (Massey 1994). This is therefore ulti-
mately a more fluid take on the concept of deaf-world. The concept of local moral 
worlds also allows us to attend to what is specific about deaf spaces and to deaf peo-
ples’ distinct epistemologies, concepts that we discuss in the following two sections.

Spaces and Networks

Work in human, social, and cultural geography, including deaf geographies is 
especially productive for analyzing and exploring (local moral) deaf worlds and 
international deaf encounters, and this is visible in our use of the term deaf spaces 
in the book title and this introduction. Inspired by the conceptual apparatus of 
geography, deaf geographies looks at how deaf people produce places and spaces 
through their unique visual modality of being in the world. As Gulliver and Kitzel 
(2014) state:

Deaf Geographies describe how, by the simple expedient of living out their 
lives from within visual bodies, rather than hearing ones, Deaf people 
produce Deaf spaces. These Deaf spaces might be small and temporary, 
like the signing space that exists between some Deaf friends who meet by 
chance in the street. They might be large but temporary, like a regular Deaf 
pub gathering. They might be small and more permanent, like the home of 
a Deaf family. Or as large and as permanent as a Deaf university. 

Gulliver (this volume) analyzes how deaf French people, together with inter-
national visitors, produced deaf spaces by holding deaf banquets in the nine-
teenth century. Kusters has demonstrated that deaf space can be temporarily and 
frequently produced on Indian trains (Kusters 2010) and in a Ghanaian village 
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(Kusters 2015), while Breivik et al. (2002) analyzed how deaf people produce 
temporary deaf spaces in international deaf gatherings. Another central concept in 
contemporary geography is “mobilities,” which attends to how people, things, and 
information move through space and time—a framework that is further explored 
by Ilkbaşaran (this volume). 

Another concept that we believe to be useful in the description of interna-
tional deaf spaces is “networks” (see the chapters by Schmitt, Ilkbaşaran, and 
Lockwood). There is a large literature on social networks in sociology; however, in 
deaf studies the term networks has been underused. Hampton and Wellman (2001) 
argue that northern societies seem to have shifted from a society based on “little 
boxes” (strongly overlapping and spatially coherent social groups) to a network 
society with more dispersed connections where membership overlap is smaller. 
Axhausen (2002) hypothesizes that people have a larger set of active contacts than 
in the past and that an increasing amount of time is spent in sustaining far-flung 
contacts. In this respect, Ilkbaşaran (this volume) and Kurz and a Cuculick (this 
volume) demonstrate how deaf people maintain international deaf networks 
through social media usage.

We argue that the concept of (deaf) networks offers more potential than the 
concept of the (deaf) community for the academic study of deaf groups. A commu-
nity typically connotes a group that is more or less closed and to which people do 
or do not belong in term of membership; it is often unclear whether mainstreamed 
deaf people, parents of deaf children, children of deaf adults (CODAs), sign lan-
guage interpreters, and others belong in this community. In contrast, networks 
are more process-oriented and fluid. They are organized in clusters, people can be 
more or less connected in networks, and networks overlap and interconnect with 
other networks; hence we can see a “small world phenomenon” within networks. 
Indeed, Watts (1999, 495) writes that “almost every element of the network is 
somehow ‘close’ to almost every other element, even those that are perceived as 
likely to be far away.” In this book, Schmitt points out how knots can exist within 
networks and how such knots are entangled during tangible artistic festivals 
and gatherings.

Local Epistemologies

As we have seen in our research in India and Ghana, concepts such as Deafhood, 
audism, and a singular deaf community are often put forth by those visiting from 
the global North (see Friedner and Kusters 2014), something that is addressed in 
several chapters of this book (such as Kusters et al.). It is important to stress that 
these concepts and ideas do different things for different people in different places 
and that there is also two-way process of learning from people in the global South 
(for examples, see Kusters et al.). While some deaf people find these (northern) 
concepts to be empowering, others elsewhere might not understand them or find 
them useful. It is therefore important to examine what ideas and concepts resonate 
and work in specific places. For example, Friedner (2015) found that the concept 
of “deaf development” was important in India, and Green (2014b) writes about 
deaf Nepalis’ conception of deaf society. Similarly, De Clerck (2011, 1431), writ-
ing about research with members of the Cameroonian deaf community, states that 
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“there is a need for reflections on an integrative epistemological framework and 
on how African (deaf) indigenous knowledge, local spoken and signed languages, 
and local cultural practices can be incorporated.”

In this respect, too, we emphasize again that the concept deaf-same is very im-
portant to analyze: it is used in both local and international contexts. For example, 
see Kusters (2015) for an investigation of the specific meanings that deaf-same has 
in Adamorobe, a village in Ghana, and West (2010) for a description of the use of 
the concept by deaf children when they talk about their deaf teachers. It is not a 
top-down concept authored by deaf studies scholars to understand deaf interac-
tions and relationships, but a bottom-up concept that is used on the ground by deaf 
people of different backgrounds in a range of contexts. Scholars and practitioners 
working in different contexts must attend to what is specific in these contexts (and 
how concepts are used in specific contexts) and not take certain concepts as given. 

Attending to deaf peoples’ specific epistemologies and locally authored con-
cepts (such as the example of “deaf development” mentioned previously) allows 
us to move away from broad teleological narratives of what deaf lives or deaf 
worlds should be like. When looking at international encounters in which multi-
ple axes of difference are at play, it is important to realize that there may not be a 
universal deaf epistemology. 

International Sign and Attending to Language

International deaf encounters happen through and are mediated by language, and 
it is thus important to attend to language use, language choice, language attitudes, 
and language ideologies. Many of this book’s chapters examine the role of different 
signed languages either implicitly or explicitly and several of them also look at In-
ternational Sign. The term International Sign is used to point at the language used by 
(deaf) people from different (sign) linguistic backgrounds as they try to communicate 
with each other and it seems to encompass a continuum of more or less conventional-
ized language. Several authors in this book argue that International Sign as a category 
flags ideas about what kinds of communication between diverse deaf people are (im)
possible (see the chapters by Green, Crasborn and Hiddinga, and Ilkbaşaran).

Questions of unique horizons of linguistic commensuration (Green 2014a) and 
communication across different linguistic and geographic backgrounds are very 
much at stake in this volume’s concern with deaf people’s worlds. As the various 
chapter authors stress, there are no easy answers, and International Sign both offers 
possibilities and limits, much like the discourse of deaf-same. This is reflected in 
the different ways that deaf people refer to International Sign: Green writes that 
International Sign is signed as “wfd”/international sign in Nepal, Ilkbaşaran 
writes that International Sign is signed as european sign in Turkey, and in Adam-
orobe (Kusters 2015) International Sign is called american or english. 

In general, we call on researchers to attend to questions of language use and 
language ideologies among those whom they are studying and we also call on 
lay deaf people and practitioners working internationally to be attentive to the 
language that they use in their interactions. As Moges foregrounds in her chapter, 
choice of language use can have harmful effects as certain sign languages can be 
seen as hierarchical; also see Cooper’s chapter. In addition, there has recently been 
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a proliferation of videos showing deaf people in the global South learning a signed 
language “for the first time” and there are also accounts, often offered up by devel-
opment and humanitarian organizations, of deaf people living in the global South 
who “have no language.” Such claims might be political ones, designed to help 
spur sign language research and the teaching and transmission of national sign 
languages, but they should not be accepted uncritically (as Moriarty Harrelson 
points out in her chapter). Such communicable representations of signed languages 
showcase the need for critical analysis of how signed languages in international 
encounters (and in international media sources) are represented. 

Other Concepts

A number of authors have created or used concepts such as “the deaf global“ cir-
cuit and “moral geography” to describe and frame the quest for deaf spaces in 
the global South (Moriarty Harrelson), “signed language sovereignties” (Cooper) 
to describe the desire for authority over and control of signed languages, “Sign 
Language Peoples” (De Meulder, Ladd) to describe deaf people as collectivities, 
“informal interpreting” and “moral orientation” (Green) to describe communi-
cative practices in international deaf interactions, “sign language universalism” 
(Schmitt) as a concept to describe international spaces in which both deaf and 
hearing people participate, based on a common use of signed language, “deaf 
globalism” (Ladd) and “deaf internationalism” (Gulliver) as synonyms for “deaf 
universalism,” “crossover” (Kusters et al.) and “mutuality” (VanGilder) to point 
at (the need for) reciprocity between different actors in international encounters, 
and “intersectionality” (Ruiz-Williams et al.) to reveal different aspects of people’s 
identities. These concepts all reflect attempts to work through what is specific 
about deaf worlds as well as issues that emerge when diverse deaf people encoun-
ter each other across differences.

The Authors, the Process, and the Book

The call for papers for this book was circulated via email, deaf academics networks, 
and Facebook, and we received many more abstracts than expected, which demon-
strates that this topic resonates with deaf people and deaf studies scholars. Indeed, 
it was interesting for us to see how the call circulated and how far it went. Friedner 
received an email from an American hearing friend with a deaf daughter living 
in Toulouse, France, saying that she had seen the call on a mailing list for parents. 
Others told us that they had seen people discuss the book at the Deaflympics in 
Slovakia. The call circulated through colleagues and extended networks and rein-
forced our ideas of the many levels of connectedness that exist in deaf worlds.

Both editors and the majority of the authors are deaf. To create a nuanced vol-
ume, we have recruited a diverse group of contributors: academics and activists, 
from the global North and South, from various backgrounds and training in disci-
plines including deaf studies, history, law, economics, international development, 
anthropology, cultural studies, interpreting, linguistics, language policy, theology, 
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disability studies, education, and human geography. The authors live in the USA, 
Belgium, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Norway, Denmark, Finland, the 
Netherlands, Malaysia, Turkey, and Thailand. The research in the chapters are based 
on events in, or have been collected in, the USA and Canada, Europe (Denmark, 
Finland, Sweden, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Turkey), Asia (Cambodia, Malaysia, 
Nepal, Thailand, Việt Nam), the Pacific (Fiji), Africa (Eritrea, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, 
South Africa, Tanzania), and South America (Chile and Uruguay). 

Many authors are affirmative of international deaf connections, while others 
emphasize the challenges and disconnects that exist when deaf people meet each 
other internationally. Our hope is that through placing these voices in conver-
sation, new understandings will come to the fore of deaf similitude and differ-
ence, deaf encounters, deaf interventions, and the role of power differentials in 
determining which bodies, discourses, and concepts travel. At the same time, 
we acknowledge that this book is limited as we recruited contributors through 
networks that could be considered elite and contributors have a certain level of 
(academic) writing skills. Furthermore, while research has been conducted in 
diverse geographic locations, most of our authors live in northern locations. We 
hope that in the future more authors living in and/or originating from the global 
South will write about deaf spaces and encounters in general and international 
ones in particular. We note the structural issues that exist in relation to writing 
in (academic) English and we are aware that writing as a process is often deeply 
ambivalent for deaf people. 

Chapters take the form of traditional academic articles, interviews, and 
personal narratives. While a number of chapters are entirely or mostly based on 
historical research and/or literature review (Gulliver, Zaurov, Emery, Crasborn 
and Hiddinga, Ladd), most of the authors draw on ethnography. To investigate 
international deaf interactions on the ground, ethnography based on observa-
tion, participation, informal conversations, and semistructured or unstructured 
interviews seems to us to be an ideal method. The authors conducted partici-
pant observation in a variety of contexts, including long-term ethnography in 
their own community or in a foreign country (often the global South) (Cooper, 
Moriarty Harrelson, Lockwood, Moges, Green, Stein, Ilkbaşaran, Boland et al.), 
multi-sited ethnography (Haualand et al., Schmitt), and short-term (repeated) 
ethnographic research during events, camps, or mission trips (Green, Haual-
and et al., Schmitt, VanGilder, Merricks). Other chapters utilize data from inter-
views and conversations (Aina, Kurz and Cuculick, Kusters et al., De Meulder), 
online research (De Meulder, Schmitt, Ilkbaşaran), and autoethnography 
(Ruiz-Williams et al.). By including a wide range of ethnographic accounts, we 
hope to demonstrate the importance of ethnography to the discipline of deaf 
studies. 

We also believe ethnographic research must be situated in the context in which 
it happens. The authors in this book pay attention to their positionality in the re-
search environment and with regard to their research participants or interlocutors. 
They reflect on their own background and how it might have shaped the research, 
particularly hearing status, nationality, ethnicity, and language background. The 
chapters by Ruiz-Williams et al. and Kusters et al. exhort us all to be mindful and 
critical of how our own positionalities influence our work and the importance of 
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attention to questions of privilege and power. Boland et al., Green, and Schmitt 
productively question the relative influence of being hearing versus being deaf-
same in international deaf spaces: they argue that sometimes it is more important 
to share the use of a signed language than to share hearing status.

Book Parts

While the book is divided into five parts, there is significant overlap in the themes, 
approaches, and arguments in each. Indeed, this breakdown by part is organiza-
tional and strategic on our part; there are quite a few chapters that would be at 
home in any of the parts.

Part 1, “Gatherings,” begins with Gulliver’s inquiry into the French deaf com-
munity’s attempts to create international deaf banquets in order to influence the 
French state’s policies in relation to deaf people and their institutions in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. Gulliver traces the history of deaf spaces in France 
to argue for the transformational aspects of deaf spaces, both local and international. 
This argument is taken up by all of the authors in this section: Schmitt explores 
contemporary international arts festivals in which signed language is celebrated 
by deaf and hearing people alike; these festivals function as nodes in international 
sign language arts networks. Similarly, Merricks analyzes how international deaf 
youth gatherings are spaces where deaf youth from different countries become 
transformed in their awareness of what it means to be deaf youth camps provide 
attendees with opportunities for learning about different deaf experiences around 
the world and deaf youth also become energized and empowered in their connec-
tions to a larger internationalist deaf organization. Providing a more somber note, 
Zaurov argues for the importance of contemporary separate deaf Jewish spaces as 
he demonstrates that deaf Jews were excluded from deaf worlds in Eastern Europe 
before and during the Nazi era, after which they increasingly organized their own 
international associations and conferences. Haualand et al. end this part with a dis-
cussion of their groundbreaking work on large-scale institutional deaf events and 
how their thinking about these has changed as well as how the fabric of social, polit-
ical, and recreational international deaf events may be becoming more fragmented 
and based upon specific interests or skills. As such, this part invites us to consider 
deaf gatherings as spaces in which sameness and difference are negotiated; differ-
ent identities, affiliations, and positions are performed; and deaf attendees confront 
(or ignore) questions of political economic inequality.

The first two chapters of Part 2, “Language,” continue from and overlap 
with “Gatherings,” as both consider International Sign. Crasborn and Hiddinga 
provide an overview of studies on International Sign, its limits and its possibilities, 
and present us with a hypothesis that deaf people are skilled at communicating 
across different signed languages because of the tools gained from negotiating 
communication with hearing people. Green argues that deaf people value direct 
communication and that, because they are morally oriented toward each other 
and toward communicating across difference, they ask for and offer translations of 
what other signers have said. These informal interpreters help ensure that under-
standing happens while not interfering with deaf peoples’ direct communication 
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with each other. Green’s detailed ethnographic examples are taken from a WFD 
World Congress and a series of workshops and encounters in Nepal. 

The other three chapters in “Language” are concerned with language ideolo-
gies; more particularly they describe tensions between the use of national/local/
indigenous signed languages on the one hand and International Sign or foreign 
signed languages such as Finnish/Swedish Sign Language and American Sign 
Language on the other hand. Moges discusses the stakes of cross-cultural and 
cross-national communication as she explores how deaf Eritrean language plan-
ners have “demissionized” Eritrean Sign Language from its Finnish/Swedish 
influences in order to create and codify an indigenous Eritrean Sign Language. She 
writes about tourism as eye-opening for deaf people from Eritrea who realized, 
upon visiting Sweden, that they wanted a signed language that is less similar to a 
Western signed language. 

Cooper’s chapter continues with this focus on the role of power in the spread 
of signed languages. She explores tensions that exist between Vietnamese Signed 
Languages and American Sign Language with the emergence of a tourism 
industry targeting international deaf travelers who use American Sign Language. 
Both Moges and Cooper argue that we must be attentive to “signed language sov-
ereignties” in deaf peoples’ everyday lives. Ilkbaşaran focuses on Turkish deaf 
people’s use of social media networks. She investigates language ideologies with 
regard to choices made when using International Sign or Turkish Sign Language 
in Facebook videos and argues that the choice of International Sign is associated 
with a range of literacies and (potential) mobility. The authors in this part also 
analyze tensions between specificity and universalism in deaf worlds, specifically 
in relation to language, and show how signed languages become a complex terrain 
upon and in which different interests and agendas are produced and negotiated. 

The third part, “Projects,” explores the work that nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs), missionaries, leadership programs, advocates, activists, and 
technical experts perform. The vagueness of the part title “Projects” is intentional 
because we are referring to social, moral, economic, religious, and political projects 
performed by a wide range of stakeholders. Aina begins this part with a discus-
sion of the work of Andrew Foster, an African American minister and teacher who 
helped to start schools and institutions around Africa. Aina describes how Foster’s 
methods and ideas were also an inspiration for deaf Nigerian missionaries in Fiji, 
and he demonstrates how both Foster’s mission and his results were motivated by 
feelings of deaf-same. VanGilder follows in the same vein in that he also analyzes 
faith-based religious volunteerism and mission work by Americans to countries 
in the global South. However, VanGilder argues that deaf-same is not enough 
and that project participants must attempt to understand and engage with local 
cultures, which they can do by establishing mutuality. 

Rashid continues by demonstrating how in the fragmented political, eco-
nomic, religious, and ethnic landscape of Nigeria, establishing a successful 
international deaf leadership program led by deaf people born in Nigeria but liv-
ing in the United States and United Kingdom might not be possible, even if the 
deaf trainers are themselves from the same country and have shared experiences 
with those who they are training. De Meulder discusses the international deaf 
agenda for signed language recognition. As she demonstrates, “sign language rec-
ognition” means different things in different countries and there are about tensions 
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between universality and specificity in discourses on signed language recognition: 
there are seemingly universal aspirations exist but legislation is nation-specific. 
Stein also discusses this tension between universal aspirations and nation-specific 
legislation, in this case the implementation of the CRPD in Chile. Stein stresses 
that for any kind of (technical or legal) project to be successful, deaf people living 
in the country where it is to be implemented must be invested in it. More than this, 
Stein demonstrates that beyond abstract and “feel-good” leadership or human 
rights concepts, often what people on the ground need are technical interventions 
into a country’s legal process. The authors in this section highlight the importance 
of analyzing projects from multiple angles and recognizing the hard work that 
people must do to make projects successful as well as the extent they need to be 
tuned in to local and national cultures and politics. Indeed, it is important to look 
beyond (good) intentions when considering deaf-focused (or any) projects. 

The part “Networks” continues to critically interrogate the role of intentions 
and also evaluates how places come to exist in relation to each other. Emery’s 
chapter invites us to think of deaf people as a diaspora lacking a geographic 
homeland. In this framework, deaf people are Sign Language Peoples who have 
much in common with each other regardless of where they currently live. In con-
trast, in her ethnographic case study in Cambodia, Moriarty Harrelson argues 
that there is a deaf global circuit that exists whereby and wherein deaf people 
from the global North travel to the global South both to have so-called “authentic” 
tourism experiences and to consume differences. Moriarty Harrelson foregrounds 
the harmful effects that such tourism can have and sheds light on the absence 
of a universal moral geography (even if some people presume that it exists). 
Lockwood’s chapter demonstrates how deaf Uruguayans eschewed international 
connections in favor of establishing strong national connections both within the 
deaf community and with other allies in Uruguay; as she demonstrates, Uruguay’s 
unique political economy meant that intragroup networks were more important 
for the deaf community to achieve its political goals. Kurz and Cuculick analyze 
American deaf peoples’ social networking practices and explore the role of digital 
media in their lives. For their interlocutors, social media has resulted in great ease 
in communication and connectedness. 

In the final part, “Visions,” authors consider the practices and processes of 
doing international deaf scholarship and interventions. These chapters reflect on 
how to do research, how to teach in leadership programs or university courses, 
and how to engage in international interactions. The part also contains reflective 
pieces about how to manage—and whether it is possible to manage—tensions 
between “global Deafhood” or “deaf universalism” and intersectional identities 
and experiences. Boland et al. share their experiences working internationally as 
deaf researchers and practitioners in the field of international development; they 
offer advice as well as some cautions. Their chapter demonstrates how deaf re-
searchers and development practitioners can utilize shared deaf experiences to 
transform and improve the process of conducting research and interventions. 
However, they caution that shared deaf experiences can also result in the re-
searcher or practitioner making unwarranted assumptions about what is shared 
and what is not. Kusters et al. continue in this vein. Their chapter is an interactive 
collaborative discussion of the evolution of the popular Frontrunners international 
deaf education program; the conversation focused on the program’s interactions 
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in the global South. The authors, three of whom are current Frontrunners teachers, 
and one of whom has been a guest teacher reflect on the practice of organizing in-
ternational deaf youth programs and are critical of the merits of short-term visits 
and exchange projects in the global South. They stress the importance of “cross-
over” but conclude that even if the aim of such interactions is exchange rather 
than empowerment, it is still hard to reach; and they emphasize the importance of 
openness and honesty in discussing such interactions.

Ruiz-Williams et al. offer a series of autoethnographies as a method of fore-
grounding the importance of attending to deaf peoples’ intersectional experiences. 
Their method and process of working and reflecting together proved transforma-
tive for each of the authors. Together, they argue that deaf universalism ultimately 
does not work because it tends to ignore and devalue the experiences of deaf 
people who do not fit into a single-issue identity politics framework. Ladd ends 
with a discussion of deaf globalism and argues that Deafhood is a helpful analytic 
for considering how deaf people, who he regards as forming minority cultures, 
are both the same and different. Ladd’s chapter suggests that there can be a shared 
global deaf experience or a shared global Deafhood. 

Limits and Possibilities of International Deaf Spaces: A Conclusion

While this is a large volume, it is not a complete one. We are missing contribu-
tions on deaf peoples’ immigration practices and their relationships with deaf 
people in their new countries, children of deaf adults (including adopted children) 
in international deaf spaces, international romantic relationships, and the roles 
of gender, race, and sexuality in the creation of more specific international/
transnational deaf communities (such as international deaf queer communities 
for example). Analyzing international deaf worlds through additional axes of dif-
ference, especially in the context of global inequalities, is of utmost importance. 
We look forward to work on these topics in the near future.

In this book, some authors have highlighted the strength of seemingly uni-
versal commonalities between deaf people (such as in the chapters by Gulliver, 
Haualand et al., Merricks, Crasborn and Hiddinga, Stein, Aina, Ladd, and Emery). 
Some authors focused on how deaf people come together on the base of a double 
commonality: being deaf and Christian (Aina, VanGilder), being deaf and Jewish 
(Zaurov), being deaf and an artist or art lover (Schmitt), or being deaf and a youth 
(Merricks, Ilkbasaran). Some authors emphasize the need for critical perspec-
tives (such as in the chapters by VanGilder, Zaurov, De Meulder, Moges, Rashid, 
Moriarty Harrelson, Lockwood, Kusters et al., Ruiz-Williams et al.). Most authors, 
however, recognize both: they are affirmative of the power of deaf-same and at 
the same time highlight differences and/or inequalities.

In a number of chapters, the writers emphasize the need to consider what 
it means to ethically or morally cooperate with local deaf people (see Cooper, 
Boland et al., Kusters et al., VanGilder), especially in light of inequalities. This 
question of what it means to be ethical in such international contexts is an import-
ant one. In our understanding of this, we draw again from Kleinman’s concept of 
“local moral worlds” as it is crucial to note that morality varies across time and 
space and is not universal. We also want to return to Appadurai’s (2001) call for an 
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anthropology of circulation as we see studies of deaf peoples’ circulation, studies 
of circulating discourses, and being a circulating researcher as essential in such 
fluid contexts.

It is thus important not to look at international deaf experiences through a 
universalized and decontextualized lens, something that is increasingly difficult 
with globalization and greater connectivity between certain deaf people. Indeed, 
globalization creates opportunities not only for making connections (for some 
people) but also for misunderstanding and misrecognition. We run the risk of 
obscuring what differentiates deaf experiences around the world. While deaf uni-
versalism is an incredibly powerful discourse, it does not mean that a homoge-
nous deaf world exists or should exist. As VanGilder argues in his chapter, “It is 
possible to overreach across the deaf-same bridge and make our stories everyone 
else’s stories. We run into the ‘danger of a single story’ as the Nigerian author, 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, cautions in her TED talk.” Indeed, we think that 
this book provides a needed intervention into understanding how sameness and 
difference are powerful yet contested categories in deaf worlds. 

Acknowledgments

Thanks to Mara Green, Hilde Haualand, Audrey Cooper, and Joe Murray, for read-
ing and commenting upon earlier versions of this introduction.

References

Adichie, C. N. 2009. The Danger of a Single Story. Available from http://www.ted.com/
chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story. 

Appadurai, Arjun. 2001. “Deep Democracy: Urban Governmentality and the Horizon of 
Politics.” Environment and Urbanization 13 (2): 23–44. 

Axhausen, K. 2002. A Dynamic Understanding of Travel Demand: A Sketch. Working Paper, 
Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, Zurich. 

Bauman, H.-D., and J. Murray. 2014. Deaf Gain: Raising the Stakes for Human Diversity. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Boellstorff, T. 2005. The Gay Archipelago: Sexuality and Nation in Indonesia. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press. 

Boland, A., A. Kusters, and M. Friedner. Forthcoming. “Deaf International Development.” 
In The Deaf Studies Encyclopedia, edited by G. Gertz and P. Boudreault. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE Reference.

Branson, J., and D. Miller. 2002. Damned for Their Difference: The Cultural Construction of Deaf 
People as “Disabled.” Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press. 

Breivik, J.-K. 2005. Deaf Identities in the Making: Local Lives, Transnational Connections. 
Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press.

Breivik, J.-K., H. Haualand, and P. Solvang. 2002. Rome: A Temporary Deaf City! Deaflympics 
2001. Bergen, Norway: Bergen University. Accessed November 29, 2014. http://www 
.ub.uib.no/elpub/rokkan/N/N02-02.pdf.

Castles, S., and M. J. Miller. 2010. “Understanding Global Migration: A Social Transforma-
tion Perspective.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 36 (10): 1565–86. 

Cooper, A. 2014. “Signed Languages and Sociopolitical Formation: The Case of ‘Contributing 
to Society’ through Hồ Chí Minh City Sign Language.” Language in Society 43 (3): 311–32.

Cooper, A., and K. Rashid. 2015. Citizenship, Politics, Difference: Perspectives from Sub-Saharan 
Signed Language. Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press.

Small World_Introduction.indd   27 8/24/15   6:15 PM



xxviii	 Introduction

. Forthcoming. The State of Signed Language and Deaf Cultural Belonging in Việt Nam. 
Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press. 

Czaika, M., and H. de Haas. 2014. “The Globalization of Migration: Has the World Become 
More Migratory?” International Migration Review 48 (2): 283–323.

De Clerck, G. 2007. “Meeting Global Deaf Peers, Visiting Ideal Deaf Places: Deaf Ways of 
Education Leading to Empowerment, an Exploratory Case Study.” American Annals of 
the Deaf 152 (1): 6–19. 

. 2011. “Fostering Deaf People’s Empowerment: The Cameroonian Deaf Community 
and Epistemological Equity.” Third World Quarterly 32 (8): 1419–35. doi:10.1080/01436
597.2011.604516.

Erting, C. J., R. C. Johnson, D. L. Smith, and B. D. Snider. 1994. The Deaf Way: Perspectives 
from the International Conference on Deaf Culture. Washington, DC: Gallaudet University 
Press.

Friedner, M. 2015. Valuing Deaf Worlds in Urban India. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press. 

Friedner, M., and A. Kusters. 2014. “On the Possibilities and Limits of ‘deaf deaf same’: 
Tourism and Empowerment Camps in Adamorobe (Ghana), Bangalore, and Mumbai 
(India).” Disability Studies Quarterly 34 (3). http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4246/3649.

Friedman, T. L. 2005. The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century. New York: 
Farrar. 

Gamson, J. 1995. “Must Identity Movements Self-Destruct? A Queer Dilemma.” Social Prob-
lems 42 (3): 390–407.

Green, E. M. 2014a. “Building the Tower of Babel: International Sign, Linguistic Commen-
suration, and Moral Orientation.” Language in Society 43:445–65.

. 2014b. “The Nature of Signs: Nepal’s Deaf Society, Local Sign, and the Production 
of Communicative Sociality.” PhD diss., University of California.

Gulliver, Mike, and Mary Beth Kitzel. 2014. “Deaf Geographies, an Introduction.” Accessed 
March 15, 2015. http://deafgeographies.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/deaf_geographies 
.pdf.

Hampton, K., and B. Wellman. 2001. “Long-Distance Community in the Network Society: 
Contact and Support beyond Netville.” American Behavioral Scientist 45 (3): 477–96.

Haualand, H. 2007. “The Two-Week Village: The Significance of Sacred Occasions for the 
Deaf Community.” In Disability in Local and Global Worlds, ed. B. Ingstad and S. R. 
Whyte, 33–55. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007.

Heidegger, M. 2008. Being and Time. New York: Harper Perennial. 
Held, D., A. McGrew, D. Goldblatt, and J. Perraton. 1999. Global Transformations: Politics, 

Economics, and Culture. Cambridge, UK: Polity.
Kleinman, A. 1999. “Moral Experience and Ethical Reflection: Can Ethnography Reconcile 

Them? A Quandary for ‘The New Bioethics.’” Daedelus 128 (4): 69–97.
Kusters, A. 2010. “Deaf on the Lifeline of Mumbai.” Sign Language Studies 10 (1): 36–68.

. 2015. Deaf Space in Adamorobe: An Ethnographic Study in a Village in Ghana. Washing-
ton, DC: Gallaudet University Press. 

Kusters, A., and M. De Meulder. 2013. “Understanding Deafhood: In Search of Its Meanings.” 
American Annals of the Deaf 157 (5): 428–38. 

Ladd, P. 2006. “What Is Deafhood and Why Is It Important?” In The Deaf Way II Reader: 
Perspectives from the Second International Conference on Deaf Culture, 245–50. Washington 
DC: Gallaudet University Press.

Lane, H., R. Hoffmeister, and B. Bahan. 1996. A Journey into the Deaf-World. San Diego, CA: 
DawnSignPress. 

Lee, J. C. 2012. “They Have to See Us: An Ethnography of Deaf People in Tanzania.” PhD 
diss., University of Colorado at Boulder.

Massey, D. 1994. Space, Place, and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Small World_Introduction.indd   28 24/08/15   3:21 PM



	 Introduction	 xxix

Mohanty, C. T. 2003. Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity. 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Monaghan, L., C. Schmaling, K. Nakamura, and G. H. Turner. 2003. Many Ways to Be Deaf: 
International Variation in Deaf Communities. Washington, DC: Gallaudet University 
Press.

Murray, J. 2007. “‘One Touch of Nature Makes the Whole World Kin’: The Transnational 
Lives of Deaf Americans, 1870–1924.” PhD diss., University of Iowa. 

Nakamura, K. 2006. Deaf in Japan: Signing and the Politics of Identity. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press. 

Napoli, D. J., and G. Mathur. 2011. Deaf around the World: The Impact of Language. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press.

Povinelli, E., and G. Chauncey. 1999. “Thinking Sexuality Transnationally: An Introduc-
tion.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 5 (4): 439–49.

Soldatic, K. M., and S. Grech. 2014. “Transnationalising Disability Studies: Rights, Justice, 
and Impairment.” Disability Studies Quarterly 34 (2). http://dsq-sds.org/article/
view/4249.

Vertovec, S. 2001. “Transnationalism and Identity.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 
27 (4): 573–82.

Watts, D. J. 1999. “Networks, Dynamics, and the Small-World Phenomenon.” American 
Journal of Sociology 105 (2): 493–527.

Wellman, B. 2001. “Physical Place and Cyberplace: The Rise of Personalized Networking.” 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 25 (2): 227–52.

West, D. 2010. “We’re the Same, I’m Deaf, You’re Deaf, Huh!” In Deaf around the World: The 
Impact of Language, edited by D. J. Napoli and G. Mathur, 367–71. Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press.

Wrigley, O. 1996. The Politics of Deafness. Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press.

Small World_Introduction.indd   29 24/08/15   3:21 PM




