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The Politics of Japanese Sign Language

Language choice is identity choice.
—CaARroL PADDEN, American Deaf Studies scholar

As any linguist will tell you, all language claims are political. When
people in the street argue that their language is distinct from another
language, that someone speaks the national language correctly or incor-
rectly, or that this language is simply a dialect or creole of that language,
they are making fundamentally political statements, not descriptive or
scientific ones. Languages are part and parcel of the national borders
(both physical and ethnic) of the “imagined nations” that separate us (cf.
Anderson 1991)—"imagined” not because there might be tangible cul-
tural and ethnic boundaries between two nations, but because the differ-
ences that seem so clearly defined on a map become a swirling mix of
pointillistic variation on the ground. Although “French” people might
carry French passports and speak French, when they try to precisely de-
lineate what constitutes being French or French-ness (as being opposed
to being Belgian or Swiss or part of the EU), they are committing politi-
cal acts, not scientific ones.

The Declaration of Deaf Culture reproduced in the introduction was writ-
ten by two of the leaders of D-Pro, the group that advocates a Deaf cul-
ture perspective. For many Americans, especially those who are liberal
and educated, the declaration is framed so completely within the Ameri-
can discourse on ethnic and linguist{c diversity that its political nature is
largely invisible. Unfortunately for D-Pro, many Japanese disagree with
the declaration, calling it “radical” and disputing the existence of a sepa-
rate “Deaf culture.” That many of those in disagreement with D-Pro are
in fact deaf themselves adds some mystery to the situation.
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Part of the cognitive power of D-Pro’s declaration is its deft use of a
seemingly linguistic argument, namely that Japanese Sign Language
(JSL) is an independent, autochthonous, natural language;! that it is the
native language of deaf persons in Japan; and, furthermore, that JSL's
lexicon, morphology, syntax, and pragmatics differ from spoken Japa-
nese because they are separate language systems. Since this premise is
apparently grounded in linguistic fact (that is, the language claim ap-
pears neutrally based in science), we are less apt to deconstruct it in the
same way we might other, more political aspects of D-Pro’s position,
such as its stance against cochlear implants, for example.

The goal of this chapter is to explore, analyze, and ultimately decon-
struct this entity known as Japanese Sign Language (Nihon Shuwa). How-

ever, as Japanese sign language scholar Kanda Kazuyuki has written, the
linguistic situation in Japan is far from simple:

It is commonly thought that deaf people are able to understand each
other using sign. That is certainly true; however, deaf people [in Japan]
use a variety of different languages based on individual differences, and
we cannot say that they all use the same method of communication, For
example, a deaf person may be very fluent in Japanese Sign? but may be
unable to communicate in spoken Japanese. Another deaf person may
use both speech and sign simultaneously. And yet another deaf person
may use speech as well as converse using pen and paper (i.e., swapping
notes). The source of that difference lies in each individual’s particular

language environment, especially the type of deaf education they re-
ceived. (Kanda 1989:30)

While most people involved in the deaf community in Japan do not
rormally divide Japanese sign into “JSL” and “Manually Coded Japa-
1ese,” at least two terms have emerged to describe the wide variation.
‘here is dentoteki shuwa (traditional signing) and Nikongo-taio-shuwa (lit-
rally “signing that corresponds to the Japanese language”). No one re-

lly warms to the phrase dentoteki-shuwa (Traditional Signing) because it

1. “Natural language” is used here in th
nguage such as Esperanto, Gestuno,
Jgic aid).

2. Here, Kanda adds a footnote regarding his use of the term
‘holars were differentiating between variant forms of sign ext;

e linguistic sense, as opposed to an artificial
or Manually Coded English (developed as a peda-

ant in Japan, especially in
re signing while speaking at the same time:
‘m aware of the phrase Traditional Sign (dentoteki-shuwa); however that was coined in
»position to Simultaneous Signing (dajihateki-shuwa). 1 believe that the term Japanese
g (as in Nihon shuwa) is the most appropriate one when referring to the still-changing
rm of sign [being used today]” (Kanda 1989:43).”
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varies at the individual, familial, local, and regional levels. Even single
speakers/signers can and will vary their register or styles depending on
the situation. An individual signer might mix the two styles when signing
to different people, or even within the same conversation. The notion of lin-
guistic homogeneity is deceptive, since languages are in constant contact
with one another and will intermingle, borrow, and blend. We are always
already constantly speaking creoles of a sort. The old sociolinguist’s quip
that a “language is a dialect with an army and navy” applies here.
In this chapter,  am primarily concerned about language as practiced.
As we shall see in later chapters, language use is intimately related to
identity issues. Although the general public generally speaks of lan-
guage as a static and bounded entity (so the idea of an English Only
Movement in the United States has some political support), the reality is
that language is dynamic and amorphous. If there was an English Only
constitutional amendment, which dialects of English would be consid-
ered authoritative? The Midwestern dialect spoken by Minnesotan pub-
lic radio hosts? The speech of Boston Brahmins? Texan oil tycoons? Im-
migrant New York City taxi cab drivers? Bilingual Hispanic schoolgirls?
The English Only movement is premised on the belief that there is a pure
English at the center and impure dialects around the periphery. On close
examination, language purity is a purely political concept.

Sign languages are similarly messy, with many regional dialects and
idiolects. Signers will change how they sign depending on whom they
sign with. This does not mean that signing is not a natural language, but
it does complicate pinning down exactly what Japanese Sign Language
might be. The five women whom we will meet later in this book all sign
with very distinct differences, and I would be hesitant to call any single
variety Japanese Sign Language in fear that that would mean the others
would be considered not JSL.

Who gets to determine language orthodoxy is fundamentally what is at
stake in Japan. This is a topic we will return to in chapter 11. However,
since it is difficult to talk about a subject without first describi ng it, even if
we go on further to deconstruct our own creations, let us assume that
there is something named Japanese Sign Language that is internally con-
sistent and coherent and elide these political considerations for the mo-
ment so that we can return to a fuller deconstruction in the later chapters.3 *

3. Inasense, thinking mono-linguistically about Japanese signing reduces all of the in-
eresting differences that drive this book: among them age cohorts, power, regionality,
nd access to formal education,
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Sign Language Variation

A common misconception among many hearing people is th;t sig; fl;m-
i intelligible among signers from differ-
ages are universal or mutually intellig ;
grl:t fourlltries.‘l Nothing could be further from the truth. Sign lat'llnga;gis
vary as much as other natural languages, or even more, as there dmtisl 1; 4
ditionally been less state activism in unifying sign langhuageA ia ‘e; e
ithi i i r rith different lineages such as Ameri
within nations. Sign languages wit —
Sign Language and Japanese Sign Language are of course l'nutt,lallyt und
in%el]jgible' a JSL signer would be unable to immediately understan
ASL signer is saying in conversation.
w}:lttszugh thf United Kingdom and the United States s‘hare a sp(i'l;en
language called English, British Sign Language anfi Amenca.n 51]g5n . n}-1
age are mutually unintelligible. Even when fmge:rspelimg nglis
lg;;ngwords the deaf people in the two countries use chffe-ren:3 systemf;
itish 1 system while the Americans borrow
the British use a two-handed sys : ' 4
one-handed fingerspelling style used in France, Spain, and other conti
ntal European countries. ]
1.leBer:aus.a' inJgn languages often form around schools.for the deaf, sl:;le
dents at different schools for the deaf in the same city may even L
different forms. The anthropologist Barbara Le Master (2;)0?) I::E:)v; e
i d, where two Catholic schools for the
an excellent example in Ireland, : o
i i ifferent signing forms. Because
in the same city developed dif . s
der, the language variation also ca
were segregated by gender, Ng! v o5 12
i i differently from wome
the adult population, with men signing il
i Ider Black and white signer
holars have found variance among o :
:;e% S. South where schools for the deaf were segregated b){ re:ce unhci
the middle of the twentieth century (Aramburo 1995; Hairston an
ith 1983). . ‘ .
Sn;ven 2\ri3thin the same language community, there c;m be WI;Z:&;;?._
i # " or idiolects—that is, they may
tion. Signers can have “accents” or i ‘ &
tigular %vords using slightly different (or totally Q1ffemnt) forms?,d t};ilé
grammar may follow different use patterns; pacing nllay I;e r.api]arger
i ing; thei turing may be broader or )
ed or slow and drawling; their ges :
f)l:psﬁnaller and more compact. These accents can vary acmssl gfl:l ezlg
boundaries (one sweeping generaliZation being, for example, tha

* That
4 i “someone.
Another common myth is that sign languages a‘re mvenleld tr{ 2 e it el
san‘ie someone is often referred to when people argue: “Why couldn't they m g1

language] universal?”
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women in the United States tend to sign more compactly than men do),
age, or geographic region. Astute native signers can often look at another
signer and tell what region he or she is from, or even what school for the
deaf he or she might have attended. Hearing people who learn sign in
adulthood often have particular accents that mark them as non-deaf,’
but hearing children of deaf adults (so-called CODAs) can sign so flu-
ently that they are considered culturally Deaf. Deaf children of deaf par-
ents sign differently from their peers born of hearing parents, and these
“deaf of deaf” are often the center of American deaf communities.
Donald Grushkin writes poignantly about the dilemma faced by the
“hard of hearing” in the United States, who find themselves alienated
from both hearing and deaf communities. Being hard of hearing is less a
statement of audiological ability than one about language choice and com-
munity identity. Signing ASL without voicing places you with the Ameri-
can cultural Deaf community; using oral speech and speechreading places
you within the hearing community. True biculturalism / bilingualism is
difficult. Grushkin writes of the “Deaf militancy . .. [that] asserts that
some aspects of being hard of hearing

are proof of nonmembership within
the Deaf culture” (2003:114).

The Demographics of Deafness

Genetic deafness can be found in all countries and all times although it

has rarely been the predominant cause of deafness. In remote

villages or
islands,

an isolated gene pool can cause the normally recessive gene to
express at a higher rate than usual. Nora Groce analyzed the case of the
population on Martha’s Vineyard in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth century in the United States (Groce 1985). More recently, a team of
medical researchers has found an isolated village in Indonesia with sim-
ilar characteristics (Winata et al. 1995; Morell et al. 1995;
1995).

Except in such anomalous cases, it is estimated that only about 10 per-
cent of deaf children are born to deaf parents. This also means that go

Friedman et al.

5. We could stereotype a “hearing accent”
following the spoken grammar form ra
tential; clumsier transitions between si
and adverbs rather than sign classifie

distance; chronological discontinuiti
chaining.

L
in both Japanese Sign and ASL as including:
ther than making use of the gestural/ spatial po-
gns; greater focus on discrete words, adjectives,
rs and gestural/facial markings of size, speed, or
es in storytelling; less repetition and less use of
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percent of the deaf community are born to hearing parents an;l usuail};
have limited access to sign language until they e‘nt(‘er the' schoo syst:.tm‘
Thus, schools for the deaf play an essential role in 1de.nt1t.y const;uc ion.
Just being physically deaf does not impl)f that‘ you W‘lll s1gln or tt de:sfi:)lu
will identify as part of the deaf community. Biology is truly no y
hejrs.st how many physically deaf persons are there in Japan? Accor;llrclg
to the latest government report (Cabinet Offlf:e 2003), the.re. wel;e 34 ::ive
registered people in 2002 with hearing impairments Suffl.CIEI\t odll'ecb‘h_
social welfare benefits. Japan has different ‘classes of reglste.recll) t1;,a lr -
ties. Class 5, the lowest level, involves hearing loss of 8odB o l;) thea rs,
while a Class 1 or 2 severe disability is complete hearing loss in bo . eaof
with concomitant communication impairr{xent: The. tot;il populahonreﬁ
Japan in 2003 was 126,139,000; thus, “hearing-impaired pertsoi\s Zttesres
sent 0.27 percent of the populace. The way the goverrm'le:il-l 5 I:earin
this part of the welfare system, elderly persons who. lose ;:lr - img‘
primarily for age-related reasons do not generally register as hearing
pa;e:jing my field period, everyone I nﬂfet ‘:\Tho had. a severe en;);lglkg
hearing impairment to cause communication igsuies w1j:h hearfiltg P pals
carried the government disability 1D {shﬁfgmshu techo?‘ .Reglﬁ ei*glfard
hearing impaired with the local welfare office anc} receiving t e1 i
makes you eligible to receive a large range of social benefits 11;c :, o E;
significant disability pension (over $1,700 per mOl'ltl"l for pé@fp e =
vere disabilities in Tokyo); discounted med‘mal equ1pmen.t,' re;e n-.ll =
pal transportation; discounted travel on national and rr‘lumm}:a rlz)ill wa r}:d
and national highways; and discounts on a broad variety 01 pl:l ic =
private services. Even the most adamantly culturally Deaf lea er t0 >
Pro, when I interviewed her in 1997, at;l;nitted Fhat she was registered,
i techd, and received the monthly pension. =kl
Cal%lizdot;;osite is not true. Just because you carry the techo d].S;blil?; i]i
card does not mean that you sign or that you are Part of. thfeﬁ eat i
munity. It only means that you are classified as ha.vmg a signi C?;‘ll -
ing impairment or other disability. Compzinref vfuth goyernmit;ess =
ganizational statistics, the number of “native” signers 15 muc b
This is because we cannot precisely define the boundaries of Jap

i i ildren almost al-
6. Even if the school is strictly oral and forbids sign lar}guage, thehchlllc;ln;:;ac‘tl o8
a};s use some form of signing when communicating with each other.
w
this is seen as a matter of grave concern.
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Sign, and whether those who are hard of hearing or late-deafened, for
example, can be said to be using it. As of 2001, approximately 20,000
hearing people passed the JFD affiliate-run sign training courses and
there were over 6,000 registered interpreters for the deaf in Japan.”

The number of members in the Japanese Federation of the Deaf (which
allows only people who are deaf to join) was 25,518 in 2003 (JFD
2004:113). While we can make the assumption that nearly all members of
the JFD can sign, not everyone in the JFD signs the same way; some sign
while at the same time simultaneously speaking in Japanese, using a
temporal/sequential grammar; others turn their “voices off” and sign
without voicing, using a signing form that makes heavy use of
spatial/simultaneous grammar forms. There is no precise division be-
tween these two forms, and for the most part they are mutually intelligi-
ble. I will resist, for the most part, the tendency to label the latter form
“true JSL" (hontd no Nihon shuwa) and the other just “Signed Japanese”
(Nihongo-taio shuwa) as this is precisely the topic of later chapters. The
most I can say is that more than 25,000 and perhaps less than 400,000
people use sign communication in some form in their daily life activities
in Japan.

Sign Linguistics and the History of ASL

The American scholar William Stokoe is often referred to as the founding
father of sign linguistics (it must be stressed, not sign language). A profes-
sor at Gallaudet University in the 1950s and ‘60s, he noticed an apparent
s‘tructure to the sign communication among his deaf students. At that
time, signing was thought to be merely a form of miming or a deriva-
tive/broken form of English. Stokoe brought linguistic analysis to bear
on signing and, to his astonishment (and that of the rest of the hearing
world), discovered that sign communication was a natural language sys-
tem with a very different structure from spoken English. He gave it the
appellation “American Sign Language” to make it clear to other linguists
that a language system was involved (Stokoe 1960).

Stokoe set up the basics of sign linguistics. He noticed that in sign lan-
guages there were parallel analogues to phonemes, morphemes, lex-

7 elc-"'lor an ﬁxplanatic;n 0; the procedures by which interpreters are examined and li-
censed, see the report by the Culture and Informati ing- i
et mation Center for Hearing-Impaired Per-

s gl
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emes, grammar, and pragmatics. For example, in ASL there are basic
handshapes (phonemes) that make up component, meaningful parts of
words (morphemes) such as the word ending ~-PERSON used to sign
things such as TEACHER or WAITER. Stokoe discovered that mor-
phemes also have a spatial dimension; for example, the temple area of
the head signifies MALE while the cheek area signifies FEMALE in ASL
morphology. Other researchers continued his analysis of the syntax and
pragmatics of sign languages. It quickly became apparent that this was a
totally new and unexplored area of linguistics.

ASL is an amalgam of French Sign Language (brought by the Deaf ed-
ucator Laurent Clerc), modified French initialized sign forms (what we
would call today Manually Coded French/English), and the native,
local, and home sign language systems used by deaf children in the
United States before Thomas Gallaudet founded the first school for the
deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1817. The graduates of Gallaudet’s
school went on to become educators of the deaf themselves, spreading
across the country. This development is often cited as the reason why
ASL is relatively uniform across the United States, and indeed we do see
relatively little regional variation. However, we have to remind ourselves
that this is a constructed story line that centers a pure and unchanging
ASL in the narrative. Owen Wrigley puts it as follows in the preface to
his Politics of deafness:

Rather than search for the origins of Deaf culture and the fall from grace
of sign language, which is the hagiographic frame of Harlan Lane’s dom-
inant study, Foucault would have us recognize that “History teaches
how to laugh at the solemnities of the origin.” He calls on Nietzsche in
reminding us that the “lofty origins is no more than ‘a metaphysical ex-
tension which arises from the belief that things are most precious and es-
sential at the moment of their birth.”” (Wrigley 1996, xvi)

Wrigley is referring to the American deaf studies historian Harlan
Lane’s singular focus on the contributions of particular American and
European educators and leaders: Thomas Gallaudet, Laurent Clerc,
Abbé de L'Epée, Abbé Siccard, and others. Traced this way, American
deaf history gains a particularly singular teleological course: from
L'Epée, to Siccard, to Clerc, to Gallautlet, in a manner reminiscent of the
Catholic lives of the saints. This hagiographic method ignores the wide-
spread political, social, and linguistic variation in the community as well
as the contributions of many other people who were not in leadership
positions.

21
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We can read elements of the contemporary cultural Deaf movement
in the United States as resistance to this hagiography of elite, well-
educated men. The recent blooming of the cultural Deaf movement has
centered the “deaf-of-deaf”—the deaf children of deaf parents—as the
core elements of Deaf culture, the bearers of the purest and most beauti-
ful ASL, the sign poets, the storytellers, the leaders, and the political ac-
tivists. In this counternarrative, the deaf-of-deaf served as the protectors
of Deaf culture in the United States during the long period when it was
pushed underground, between the Milan Congress of 1888 and the re-
discovery of Deaf culture and ASL in the late 1960s (cf. Lane, Hoff-
meister, and Bahan 1996; Preston 1994).8 ASL and cultural Deaf values
are passed down, mother to child. This version foregrounds the contri-
butions of working-class deaf people against Lane’s hagiographic frame
that centers on the educated and privileged. Read this way, the story of
the purity of the ASL lineage is also one of class struggle (Monaghan
2004).

The language mythology of a singular ASL is sustained in part by the

American construction of cultural Deafness that excludes the hard of
hearing, orally deaf (that is, deaf people whose primary form of commu-
nication is speech and speechreading), and late-deafened. These deaf
persons, while they may use ASL-related sign communication forms, are
specifically excluded from inclusion as “Deaf” or the recognition of their
signing as “ASL”—for example, Heather Whitestone, a former Miss
America who is orally deaf (she does not sign except on stage), and I.
King Jordan, the first deaf president of Gallaudet University (installed
after the DPN movement in 1988), are both late-deafened. Neither is con-
sidered real “Deaf” by the “Deaf militants,” to borrow Grushkin’s (2003)
phrase, nor are they said to sign ASL. Instead they are somewhat dismis-
sively said to use “pidgin sign English” (PSE) or “Manually Coded En-
glish” (MCE). 1t is easy to claim language and ethnic/cultural homo-
geneity when one is willing to exclude outliers.

In Japan, there has been no similar veneration of the deaf-of-deaf until
very recently with the D-Pro generation. None of the leaders within the
JFD, famous sign poets, or rakugo storytellers have been deaf of deaf
until the last decade. As the story of the deaf community in Japan devel-
ops, we will see that the struggle between the JFD and D-Pro is not only

8. Conversely, the “oral deaf” (those taught speech/speechreading skills over sign lan-
guage) or “hard of hearing” have been seen as on the periphery of deaf culture and poli-
tics in the United States. This has not always been the case. A stigma used to be attached
to the “low verbal,” but this later developed into a pride in being an “oral failure.”
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generational but also linguistically bound with similar but different as-
pects of class distinction.?

The Origins of Japanese Signing

Unlike the American case, no one is quite sure where Japanese signjr?g
came from.!? Japanese Sign is unrelated to sign language ffnﬁms used in
the United States, Europe, or China. There are some similarities bet'ween
Korean and Taiwanese Sign Languages and Japanese Sign, but this has
been attributed to the colonial period rather than pre-modern language
transport.!! There are no founding language fathers such as .Thornas Gal-
laudet or Laurent Clerc within the Japanese deaf community. There are
some important contributors, such as the founder of the fi.rst sch.ool for
the deaf in Japan, Furukawa Tashird. But they are not credited w1Fh cre-
ating Japanese Sign or even standardizing it. For the most part, signing
in Japan is best described (and is seen by deaf persons there) as an au-
tochthonous language. The title of the JFD's series of sign books sums up
this perspective nicely: Watashi-tachi no Shuwa or Olur Signs.

What we can deduce is that before the Meiji period began, a hund‘red
and forty years ago, there was very little sense of a unified Iapanese sign
language (Kanda 1989:31).%2 Natural sign languages ty'l:flcally form
around schools for the deaf, as these provide the ideal Condltlonf.- of com-
munities of deaf children. Sociolinguistic research done in Nicaragua
(Senghas and Kegl 1994; Senghas 2003), for example, has shown that a

9. Judy Kegl writes in the production notes for BBC TV's S‘Heni Chddrer:i N;:; ::nm
guage (BBC TV 1997) that there were no deaf-of-deaf .ar}d very little gfe‘nectll.c 'dea s
Nicaragua until the advent of schools for the deaf. This is becauge .dea in hwl : :Ja il
sequestered in their houses and not aég)wefi to marry—very similar to the situa

il the advent of compulsory education. )

]a]ii: IEJ[}(Tr;oTO (2000) has anpinncngative foundation theory based on a crl;neli}t:ons?e-
tween sign handshapes and Kaniji. This has not yet been broz?dly accepted by (E, ; i:;edﬁ
scholars. The cultural eritic Donald Richie writing informally in a 1980 essay pul ) o
his 1992 collection, A Lateral View, notes how CLIII!:urally embedded JaPanES(Et Eesmﬁrse:e fer:
then gives as examples a series of gestures familiar to any Japanese §1gne: _nlu s
ring to men, little fingers as women, and others). Japal1ese culturel 1; certai Syushi ey
gestural vocabulary, especially within its many mc}}e segments (fis ern';er;é e Spe:
gangsters, and the like). I am not aware of arty 'fslmd:z: (t)l;a]tal;i;:(:;;;ﬁ? :g

iali ir i ct or influen 5 3
ualhlzecli(ﬁ"ei:;:ael ?E:g:t?:: tsl:eni!l:rlgp(alggd,)‘ This report notes fha? although the older
gene;ation uses a sign form that is still mminiﬁcent fof ]apag[:;,s; gs.;gel:;sng, the authors can-

i in the new generation of youn : ‘

noi;?esilﬁ?l:isn;a::rgzse??n the geneal%)egy and transformations of Japanese Sign would
do well to read Kanda’s (1989) short monograph (in Japanese).
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natural sign language (that is, one complete with its own syntax and
morphology) appeared within a few decades of the founding of a school
for the deaf. Before that time, there were only home signs, incomplete
sign language systems used in the homes of families with deaf children.

Unless there is a genetic disposition toward deafness within a closely

bounded community, the natural level of hearing impairment within a
population (often less than 0.5 percent) is not a sufficiently critical mass
for a language community to form in rural areas. The process of mod-
ernization, with its shift toward great population densities, greater inci-
dence of epidemic influxes, and improved infant mortality (the diseases
that used to kill children now are survivable, though sometimes with
deafness as a result) bring larger numbers of deaf children together and
help create deaf communities. Thus industrialization and urbanization
are necessary components for a deaf social identity to develop.

The first school for the deaf in Japan was founded in 1875 in Kyoto by
the aforementioned Furukawa Tashird. Prior to founding the school, Fu-
rukawa saw deaf children signing outside the window of the prison cell
where he was temporarily detained for forging documents related to a
peasant protest. This was one of his inspirations for using signing in the
classroom when he founded his school. His observation provides some
evidence for the early existence of signing in Kyoto. Unfortunately, soon
after it opened in 1875, the Kyoto School switched to an oral form owing
to the global effects of what is called the Milan Conference (1880), an in-
ternational meeting in which hearing teachers at schools for the deaf
unilaterally decided that oralism was to be the main method of deaf ed-
ucation. Deaf teachers were not invited to attend (Van Cleve and Crouch
1989).

Looking at elderly deaf who grew up in Japan before the Pacific War,
we see only limited evidence of a unified national sign language system
prior to the 1940s. Teachers of the deaf had founded a few regional
schools, but only a small portion of the deaf population was able to at-
tend. For example, Nakano-san, whom we will meet in chapter 4, went

to school only for a year. She is fairly typical. As a result, she and many
other deaf persons born before the war tend to use a sign language com-
posed of an amalgam of home signs, local signs, greater use of classifiers,
and otherwise nonstandard sign forms.’* Their sign grammar departs
even further from spoken Japanese than current signing. As a result,

13. Jill Morford (1996) has an excellent review essay on home signs and language ac-
quisition.
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very few people (mostly deaf adults who are in daily contact with these
individuals) can communicate smoothly with them. o

That the older deaf people do not use a standard signing is not. sur-
prising, because there was little social or political pressure for a 51T1gle
national sign language before the war. The Japanese g‘ovel.'nment was not
a unifying factor, as it did not recognize the use of sign in schoolroomds
until the 19gos.14 The Japanese Federation of the Deaf, which encourage
social activities among local and regional deaf BIUpS, Illad much more
impact on language unification in the postwar period. It is through these
social activities as well as movement of people from mra! to urban areas
that the various types of signing in Japan begin to COHSOl.ldate.

After the end of the Pacific War the American Occupation Forces man-
dated compulsory education for all Japanese, including the deiaf and
blind. Schools for the deaf sprang up all over Japan, at ?east one in each
prefecture. While signing was officially not permitted in these schools,
ancillary effects happened. First was the conglomeration of children
who had never met other deaf children before. It has been we]l‘dcnﬂf—
mented in sign linguistics that natural (sign) languages emerge in thls'
type of situation. After the first cohort graduated, they created alumni
groups, centering deaf community life around the scho?ls. .

The Japanese Federation of the Deaf drew much of its s‘t-xv'engt r?m
these alumni associations.’> Although it was not very Pohtlcally active
until the 1960s, the nascent JFD served a crucial soz‘:lahzmg role. The an-
nual Deaf Meeting was a huge attraction (and continues to be.so), draw-
ing members from all across Japan. The location of the meeting rotates
among the 47 prefectural organizations and Elsual‘ly draws 2,000—:;,000
people. For many, it is a time to reconnect with fru.ends.,, travel, ar.t see
Japan. This central purpose has not changed over its fifty-year history.

Nevertheless, there was no central institution that served to homogeih
nize Japanese signs for most of the modern period. Ther’e was no (%a
laudet University churning out deaf teachers and professpnals, sel:;v;nf-
as the ivory tower from which new knowledge and new signs cou Tiw
seminate; nor was signing broadcast widely on TV until the 1990s.

e as a valid form of
special cur-
e pted”

inistry of Education still does not recognize sign languag

edi:tit—ilrr?a?&comm{micaﬁon in elementary schools. It ha§ not developedea‘:;yr st
ricula for schools for the deaf at any grade level. 'I'hle ministry hai, hc}:‘vgo . le;rels.
that use of sign language may be necessary at the Irmddle and lzg Sdceaf gpe L

15. The first national deaf meeting was held in 1906; th_e irst e o eat formed in
formed in 1914 as the Tokyo Deaf Club. The Japanese Assomalltlon ? Eps of the Kyoto
1916. A large cadre of the original members came fron} the alumni gr
and Tokyo Schools for the Deaf, the two oldest schools in Japan.
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only homogenizing forces were the school systems, which could stan-
dardize signing only at the local level, and the admixture of individuals
at JFD meetings. This changed starting in the 1960s, as the JFD became
more interested in codifying the lexicon, teaching interpreters, and oth-
erwise standardizing the vocabulary of Japanese Sign.

But even now, Japanese Sign is a relatively diverse language system.
Despite the JFD's best efforts, the lexicon is not standardized. Even rela-
tively basic words such as STUDENT and NAME differ from Sapporo to
Tokyo to Kyoto and among signers. There are at least three main variant
ways to sign “Deaf”: one brings the open palm from the ear to the
mouth; a second uses the index finger (much like the ASL “DEAF”), and
the third has the dominant palm cover the ear while the non-dominant
palm covers the mouth.¢ There are also synonyms in use such as mimi ga
kikoenai (“ears can’t hear”), which has the dominant palm waving toward
the ear.

The hard of hearing or nanchosha are given a particularly descriptive
sign: an open palm splits the face in two. This is similar to the sign for
half, referring to Japanese with mixed ancestry. Although deaf politics
are constructed differently in the United States and Japan, the liminal
position of the non-signing hard of hearing is the same.

In addition to the variations in the actual signs used, there are also vis-
ible regional differences in grammar and syntax. Although the various
strains of sign remain mutually intelligible, I have noticed that two sign-
ers from different regions will often drop down into a register that more
closely approximates spoken Japanese grammar concomitant with ver-
bal mouthing, in order to facilitate the use of speechreading to aid the

sign communication.

For example, Tochigi Prefecture just north of Tokyo is often cited as
having a very different sign language than the rest of Japan. The lexicon
used there is relatively consistent with other regions, but the grammar
system is different. Twenty-odd years ago, Tanokami Takashi, a hearing
teacher at the Tochigi Prefectural School for the Deaf (the only school for
the deaf in Tochigi) introduced dojiho, simultaneous signing while speak-
ing. He borrowed this system from Britain in order to improve the un-

derstanding of spoken Japanese among the students at the Tochigi

¥
16. For right-handed signers, the dominant hand is the right hand and the non-
dominant hand is the left. The reverse is true for left-handed signers (although many will

sign “right handed”). However, many signers will switch hands in various circum-
stances, for example, when text messaging with a cell phone or driving.
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Deaf (variation 3; older)

Deaf (variation 2)

Hearing Impaired

Figure 2.2. There are many ways to sign the word DEAF in Japanese sign. lllustrated by
Hattori Akiko.

School. Several generations later, the Toc}l;iﬁi students, now adults, still
i i strong Japanese grammatical influence. .
Slg[?n‘l\;;:s saignersgigt (I:ther angaas, Tochigi deaf peopl? in their forties En.d
fifties use a sequential syntax (words have meaning because .of their
word-order placement), and they use sign wordjs 0’1: fingerspelling ‘ct(;l?_
junctions, prepositions, and topic particles (’f}u‘!”.ln kore ha pen d-esund is
[topic] is a pen).” Signers from outside Toch}g1, in contrast, tensi to fl,;ip
both prepositions and pronouns, either relying on .the pragmatfcs of | i
conversation to carry the meaning or using a spatial/ ff;{estu}"al .mdt?x;:at
relationship (pointing to an object, and signing “PEN” to indicate tha
i en).
th!(sj.'lti:rpja;anese deaf persons complain that they can‘not urll.d'ers:;;\i
Tochigi dialect signers. This perhaps has more to d.o with po ﬁlcts‘t o
with reality. The signing used in Tochigi is in‘deed different in tha 110 -
lows Japanese spoken grammar and syntactical structureslmore cf y
than other dialect forms, but within the grand scheme of dxalect-.sto ]a;;l)-
anese Sign it certainly does not seem different.enough to ?ender 11 rmll :
ally unintelligible. Instead, Tochigi Prefecture is engaged in complex lan
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guage politics. Tokyo residents see Tochigi as a rural backwater, and the
Toa.:higi dialect of spoken Japanese is considered country bun;pkiuish
This metropolitan snootiness carries over to Tochigi signing, which is‘,
considered awkward and strange.!” !

LF'LNGUAGE codification requires political power. In the case of the deaf
t].us would mean either the establishment of schools that all use the same
sign language, or the development of deaf cultural institutions that have
the power to define the bounds of sign language. Neither of these exists
yet in Japan. Only in the last ten years has a unified sign dictionary
emerged (Yonekawa 1997), and preliminary attempts are just being
made at codifying the syntax (Matsumoto 2001).8 There is a wide vari-
ance ?f vocabularies in local dialects as well as different syntactic sys-
tems in use, ranging from those in perfect alignment with spoken Japa-
nese to those that use a spatial-temporal grammar.

Unfortunately, the main Japanese Sign lexicon remains relatively
small. The aforementioned comprehensive sign dictionary published b
the JFD in 1997 has only 4,800 individual signs. One major reason for thiﬁ
remains that signing is not widely used in classrooms. While many high
schools for the deaf use sign informally, there is no formal usage at t%le
secon?iary school level. Signing is not used at the college level either, and
there is no central institution such as Gallaudet University where ;emi—
Flars a.re conducted at the undergraduate and graduate level, a situation
in which new signs and specialized vocabularies are created by necessity.

One method of compensating has been the use of Kanji signs signs.
:;}r)resinﬁng( Chinese characters for technical terms. For exampie an-

opology (jinruigaku) is signed using its three component Kanii ity
HUMAN—VARIATION-STUDY, However, unless thepfistener ?: J(:OS;%::
sant in spoken Japanese, can speechread the pronunciation, or has en-
countered the term before, this string of Kanji signs is incom[;rehensible

In her (1995) ethnography Do you see what I mean?, Brenda Farneli

17. Non-deaf (hearing) Japanese 5

: ] se play the same language games. Much is mad

_}:Ean s cullmral homogenelty, Yvhich ostensibly includes language. Yet at the same ti‘am?zf

> e%tl:ge ;sdused to reinforce difference and centrality, for example during NHK (publicl

t 1on) documentaries about the northern regions of Japan. Th  di i

; géte;ﬁp%v;aptioned (subtitled) because theif'gsjpeech difrf):rs.frolildsltzlrff:r;?f'f‘;eif;i)egtis‘
- Ihe U.5. equivalent of this would be PBS subtitli "

Southerner because Northerners would b e T
1 not understand. In the 1 i i i

Scoghsh brogue was subtitled and (mis)translated, to comic s:ffec?96 movie Tratispotting,

18. In contrast, the Gallaudet “Green Book” series (Baker-Shenk and Cokely 1980) has

long served asa t i ipti ‘s gui
maf a technical description of ASL and a teacher’s guide to teaching the gram-

s
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poses questions about the narrowness of Western concepts of language
by expanding the definition of language to include gestural and perfor-
mative aspects. In Japan, the question of Japanese signing’s language sta-
tus has been ignored by all except D-Pro, who are using it toward the
particular political goal of redefining deafness into cultural Deafness.
They are doing this by codifying Japanese Sign Language grammars and
attempting to create a “pure JSL,” which would de-center the late-
deafened and hard-of-hearing college-educated elites who dominate the
leadership of the JFD.

The JFD's official position has been that “Japanese Sign (Nihon shuwa)
is . . . the type of signing used by deaf persons living in various parts of
Japan” (JFD 1998b:2).” In other words, if you are a deaf person living in
Japan and you sign, you are using Japanese Sign by definition. There has
been resistance in the JFD leadership and membership to narrowing this
tautological definition any further. Ina pivotal essay, in contrast to a spe-
cific definition of Japanese Sign as only those forms of signing that do
not involve synchronous mouthing, JFD leader Matsumoto Masayuki

writes:

Establishing a definition for the term Japanese Sign (Nihon shuwa) is diffi-
cult because of the linguistic and social problems relating to the question
of what the Japanese language (Nihongo) itself is. If you characterize the
Japanese language as “the forms of language (kotoba) used in Japan (both
past and present),” then Japanese Sign could also be conceived as part of
the Japanese language (with the spoken language consisting of one form
and signing another form of the Japanese language as a whole). . ..
Defining Japanese Sign as “only the type of signing that does not involve
mouth movements,” is based on the same principle as establishing the
Tokyo dialect as the common language (standard Japanese [hyojungol), in
contrast with other regional dialects. . .. It all boils down to how you
want to define the term “Japanese Sign.” (1997b:4)

Here, Matsumoto underscores the JFD policy of blurring the differ-
ence both between the Japanese language and Japanese Sign and be-
tween the variations of Japanese Sign that are closer to or further from
spoken Japanese grammar (in that they use mouth movements or not). In
line with this, the main focus of the JFD's linguistic efforts in the 1980s
and 1990s was to codify the lexicon and to introduce new vocabulary
words to match new or existing terms in spoken Japanese. Almost no ef-
fort was made in syntactic analysis until the end of the twentieth century.

The avoidance of syntax is deliberate; syntax, more than anything else,
is divisive. It divides both Japanese Sign from spoken Japanese and tra-
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ditional signing from manually coded Japanese. It splits the deaf com-
munity from the hearing, and the hard of hearing from the deaf of deaf.
That is why the JFD avoided focusing on grammar and syntax in order
to build their mass movement and why D-Pro seized on it as central to
their notion of cultural Deafness ahd pure JSL in order to differentiate
themselves from the previous generation.

To get to the roots of this emerging language war between the JFD and
D-Pro, we must start at the very beginning. The next several chapters ex-
amine the history of the deaf in Japan and explore the lives of five deaf
women through their own words. Then we will return to the issue of
Japanese Sign Language.
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