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Deaf Culture
It often comes as a surprise to people that many deaf people 
refer to themselves as being members of Deaf culture.  The 
American Deaf culture is a unique linguistic minority that 
uses American Sign Language (ASL) as its primary mode of 
communication.  This tipsheet provides a description of Deaf 
culture and suggestions for effective communication.

Common terms used within the Deaf community:
The American Deaf culture has labels for identifying its members. 
These labels reÿect both cultural values and beliefs.

Deaf - This term refers to members of the Deaf community who 
share common values, norms, traditions, language, and behaviors.  
Deaf people do not perceive themselves as having lost something 
(i.e., hearing) and do not think of themselves as handicapped, 
impaired, or disabled.  They celebrate and cherish their culture 
because it gives them the unique privilege of sharing a common 
history and language.  Deaf people are considered a linguistic 
minority within the American culture.  They have their own 
culture and at the same time live and work within the dominant 
American culture.

Deaf, hard of hearing, and deafened - Within the Deaf culture 
these words refer to a personõs audiological status.  Notice lower 
case òdõó is used.  People who describe themselves as òhard of 
hearingó or òdeafenedó do not see themselves as members of the 
Deaf culture.  Some may know sign language but their primary 
language is English.

Hearing Impaired - This term often is used by the media and 
society in general to refer to people with a hearing loss. A more 
acceptable generic phrase is òdeaf and hard of hearingó to refer to 
all people with a hearing loss. Within the Deaf culture, the term 
òhearing impairedó often is seen as offensive. It suggests that Deaf 
people are òbrokenó or òinferioró because they do not hear.

Hearing - Within the Deaf culture the term òhearingó is used 
to identify people who are members of the dominant American 
culture.  One might think the ASL sign for òhearingó is related to 
the groupõs ability to hear (e.g., pointing to the ear).  However, 
the sign for òhearingó is related to the ability to òtalk.ó  The act 
of talking is clearly visible to Deaf people, whereas listening or 
hearing is not.  From the Deaf culture perspective, it is the act of 
òtalkingó that clearly separates the two groups.

Comparison of Values:
The most dominant cultural pattern in the United States is 
individualism.  Most Americans have been raised to consider 
themselves as separate individuals who are exclusively responsible 
for their own lives.  Common phrases that reÿect this cultural 
pattern are òDo your own thing,ó òLook out for number one,ó 
and òI did it my way.ó  For example, when Americans introduce 
themselves, they feel it is important to include their name and 
occupation, which serve to emphasize their uniqueness.  Closely 
associated with individualism is the importance Americans place 
on privacy.  Americans have òpersonal spaceó and òpersonal 
thoughts.ó  They þnd it odd if a person does not value òbeing 
alone.ó 

In contrast, one of the most dominant cultural patterns in the 
Deaf culture is collectivism.  Deaf people consider themselves 
members of a group that includes all Deaf people.  They perceive 




