
Lexical Choice as Unconscious 
Inadvertent Oppression 

How to interpret as a person of privilege and power without usurping other people’s power.



Who am I to 
teach this topic?

CIS    White  Hearing  Male
AND MUCH MORE

✤ Hearing name Bryon Rowe

✤ Deaf name     

Qualifications:

No Justification

Flawed human 
seeking to be less flawed



Eurocentric dialectic:
Dualistic, Oppositional, Categorical, 

Hierarchal
Colonizers Vs Colonized 

The problem is labeling



Antonio 
Gramsci Marxist philosopher 

The Subaltern 
The subalterns are defined as individuals of inferior rank 
in a society. Subaltern is a term that was coined by 
Antonio Gramsci, in the study of cultural hegemony, to 
refer to groups of people who are subject to the hegemony 
of the ruling classes in society, where the ruling class 
dominates and manipulates the culture of the society, such 
that only their views are propagated in such a society. 
  
(hegemony = leadership or predominant influence 
exercised by one nation over others)

I will not speak FOR the subaltern 
rather I will speak from my experiences 
WITH the subaltern and how to 
examine language in this context.



The term race refers to groups of people who have 
differences and similarities in biological traits deemed 
by society to be socially significant, meaning that 
people treat other people differently because of them. 
For instance, while differences and similarities in eye 
color have not been treated as socially significant, 
differences and similarities in skin color have.

Although some scholars have attempted to establish 
dozens of racial groupings for the peoples of the world, 
others have suggested four or five. An example of a 
racial category is Asian (or Mongoloid), with its 
associated facial, hair color, and body type features. Yet 
too many exceptions to this sort of racial grouping have 
been found to make any racial categorizations truly 
viable. This fact has led many sociologists to indicate 
that no clear-cut races exist—only assorted physical 
and genetic variations across human individuals and 
groups. 

Language of the Oppressor
Even the oppressed use the language of the oppressor.

Disabled:
Impaired or 
limited by a 
physical, 
mental, 
cognitive, or 
developmental 
condition

DeafHood (Ladd 2003)

(Stoke 1965)



Intentions 

✤ Bias

✤ Prejudice

✤ any preconceived opinion or feeling, either 
favorable or unfavorable.

✤ Bigoted

✤ Utterly intolerant of any creed, belief, or opinion 
that differs from one’s own.

✤ Oppression (individual vs systematic)

✤ Habituation

✤ Generational norms

✤ Group norms

✤ Assumptions



Cultural 
Mediation

✤ Judgement on presenters intent.

✤ Knowledge of cultures involved in 
communication and their biases, 
tendencies, oppression/ing.

✤ Deaf / Hearing directness differences.

✤ Self evaluation 

✤ not realizing our own biases

✤ enforcing our own view of PC 
norms



HOW MANY 
SIGNS FOR 

FLY?
“English has many words but 
ASL has only one sign for….”  

In reality Signs are more 
specific than words!

High Context Vs Low Context Languages
Denotation vs Connotation



Language 
Correlation   

✤ NEVER say “theres no sign for 
that”

✤ No two languages have an 
exact 1to1 correlation however 
any concepts can be interpreted 
and conveyed!

✤ ‘’Finger”spelling Dr. VanManen

Published in
The language-specific nature of grammatical 
development: Evidence from bilingual language learners

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/8391956_The_language-specific_nature_of_grammatical_development_Evidence_from_bilingual_language_learners
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/8391956_The_language-specific_nature_of_grammatical_development_Evidence_from_bilingual_language_learners


Not universal yet 
can communicate!

✤ Problematic vocabulary

✤ Mime

✤ Gestures

✤ Complex reasons behind communicative ease

✤ Auditory languages

✤ Arbitrary 

✤ Limited onomatopoeias 

✤ Signed languages 

✤ Non iconic yet visually based 

✤ Parameters Tendencies common (rules)

Video by Sign School



ASL

✤ INSTITUTE

✤ DEAF

✤ TOTALLY DEAF

✤ Atypical Language

✤ Etc. Video by Sign School

common translations     
hearing people misunderstand 

Group work; make a list of ASL terms that are 
culturally rich and difficult to easily interpret.



The Changing scape of ASL

✤ MAN / WOMAN 

✤ Country Signs

✤ Initialized Signs

✤ Say, said, tell, talk

✤ Hear, heard, sounds like

✤ “isms” within ASL

Group work; make a list of ASL terms that Deaf community 
is in the process of discussing and evaluating changing.



The Changing scape of English

Group names Latino/a/x 
Race names 

(1780s three purported major races of humankind Caucasoid, Mongoloid, Negroid)
Gender Identity & Pronouns He / She / Ze  

Superheroes ASL vs English





Overwhelmed?

✤ Too much to remember!

✤ Can’t “they” just get over it?

✤ I’m not a bad person!



What Do We Do With The Changing 
Scape of Language When We Interpret?

✤ Do a self evaluation

✤ Examine new findings in ASL / English

✤ Re-evaluate yourself at regular intervals 

✤ Investigate the character of the 
communicator/s

✤ Determine the intent of the 
communicator/s



Activity; Make lists

What lexical items that were your automatic 
first choice would you now want to have 

alternatives for?

What have you learnt about yourself 
and the variations in the human race?



Resource links 

MTV deocded.facebook.com

ASL That FaceBook

Upworthy.com 7 things black people want white friends to know

silentgrapevine NAD LGBT section

https://www.facebook.com/MTVDecoded/videos/178893582794872/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ASLTHAT/
http://www.upworthy.com/7-things-black-people-want-their-well-meaning-white-friends-to-know?c=ufb0&s=p


Interpreters as 
Solidarian
✤ Helper: a person that helps or gives assistance, 

support, etc. 

✤ Robotic: totally neutral does not add or subtract 
from an interaction.

✤ Mediator / Liaison: a person who maintains the 
contact or connection maintained by 
communications between any individuals or 
organization in order to ensure concerted action, 
cooperation, etc.

✤ Ally: a person who associates or cooperates with 
another; supporter.

✤ Solidarity: union or fellowship arising from 
common responsibilities and interests, as 
between members of a group or between classes, 
peoples, etc.



Interpreters as 
Solidarian
✤ Subaltern

✤ Acknowledge the problematic of 
solidarity 

✤ Myth of empowerment

✤ Be open to social & political 
struggles of the other

✤ Focus on the issue at hand

✤ Our own liberation is at stake



✤ How to be an Advocate if you are a person with 
privilege; safezone.sdes.ucf.edu

✤ The Importance of Listening as a Privileged Person 
Fighting for Justice; everyday feminism.com

✤ NAD Tips for More Effective Advocacy; nad.org/about-

advocacy Non-Binary video https://www.facebook.com/
convo/videos/10156505258781591/

✤ Unlearning Privilege; Google Scholar Unlearning Privilege

Further Reading Links 

http://safezone.sdes.ucf.edu/docs/safe%20zone%20advocates-%20how%20to%20be%20an%20ally%20if%20you%20are%20a%20person%20with%20priv.pdf
https://everydayfeminism.com/2013/04/the-importance-of-listening-as-a-privileged-person-fighting-for-justice/
https://www.nad.org/about-us/law-advocacy-center/advocacy-tips/
https://www.nad.org/about-us/law-advocacy-center/advocacy-tips/
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0,31&q=Unlearning+Privilege&btnG=

