
CONTEXT: Diane Kenyon is a freelance lecturer, tutor, and writer. She was born with partial hearing but is now 

profoundly deaf. In 1972, she was the co-founder of BREAKTHROUGH, a self-help movement that is administered by 

people with hearing impairments. She has also worked with the LINK program for people with disabilities. Kenyon is 

married to a person with a profound hearing disability, and she is particularly interested in the experience of being a deaf 

parent. Have you ever had the experience of meeting a person with a hearing impairment? How did you communicate with 

each other? Judging from the title, what do you think the focus of this essay will be? 

 

 

ost hearing people perceive deafness as a medical problem to be cured, but the pill has their 

name on it! 

  Such a little pill, compounded of improved communication skills, attitudes and knowledge, a 

dose of visual awareness, and a sprinkling of sensitivity and confidence. 

I smile as I begin my daily patter. “Could you speak more slowly please, and move your lips, as I 

am deaf. This will help me to understand what you are saying.” This smile is not conjured up to sell 

my deafness. I am naturally cheerful person; I have a confident approach to my disability.  

I am deadly serious about my directive. I expect people to listen to my request and try to comply. 

This is the only stance that I can take if we are to communicate on the level that comes after “Pleased 

to meet you.” If we cannot negotiate a channel whereby our minds can make contact, then these people 

simply move on, deftly passing me by in some socially acceptable way. For me, there is no one to 

move on to.  

Speech sounds are meant to be heard with ears, not seen by eyes. Yet eyes to hear with are what 

deaf people have.  

Whenever I jar up against another human being, it is useless just to tell them that I am deaf. I 

have to hunt for ways of explaining that their method of communication thrusts me into isolation. 

Although my body and its clothing are in the room of life, I the person am not. My participation is 

stunted by their immobile lips, hands, and attitudes.  

I see myself as a warm person; human contact is life to me. I am always working to assure 

people that I understand their difficulties in adapting their mode of verbal communication to give me 

access. I am an optimist: I always hope that when we meet next, they will remember my needs. 

Usually they have forgotten. I don’t want to be thought of as a nuisance. I don’t want always to prompt 

and remind.  

Reactions to my declaration of deafness are verbal, so once again I am disadvantaged. Using my 

hearing aid and much guesswork, I strain to understand their handicapping responses. 

 

I give a talk at lunch club. The first person I mention my deafness to cups his hand behind his ear, 

saying, “What? What?”  
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A mousetrap kind of reaction to cover his embarrassment. He does not mean to be offensive: his 

behaviour is that of an elephant who stands on your foot, totally unconscious of the effect.  

Another man, with enormous relish, relates a joke about hearing aids.  

He delivers the lines with the confidence of the totally ignorant, expecting it to give as much 

pleasure to me as to the assembled others. I do not know that he is telling a joke, let alone a joke about 

deafness. Later a friend tells me. It feels as if someone is speaking about me in a foreign language, 

laughingly telling a group of strangers something very private.  

My stoical front temporarily recedes and, needing a bit of empathy, I share a couple of moans 

about deafness.  

“Yes Diane, but we all have our problems,” delivered with a finger-wagging, reprimanding look 

suggesting that I am caught up too much with my disability. All my efforts to constantly and anxiously 

balance the problems and distractions that people have with my own communication needs get me 

nowhere.  

“I’m no good at all this ‘mouthing’ lark,” referring to speaking clearly.  

A statement which cleanly slices through any link between us. No “But how can I improve?” No 

meeting me halfway. 

 

Someone thrashes their hands at me and asks, “Do you do all this stuff then?” meaning signing 

/fingerspelling.  

THIS STUFF? It’s my ramp, my wide door entry to human culture. This stuff! Illuminating 

fingers forming alphabet letters that make sense of mouth movements.  

“My cousin was deaf, no problems at all. She could understand me fine.”  

Pressed further it is revealed that this paragon had only the edge off her hearing, and 

“understanding” meant nodding her head all the times.  

“Isn’t the deaf MP wonderful? He manages so well, doesn’t he?”  

I must bear up, be undemanding, and accept my lot.  

“Can’t they operate?”  

Then I can be cured and they won’t have to be perturbed by me.  

“Ah, but you heard me when I offered you a gin and tonic, didn’t you?”  

You only hear when you want to. Likewise “My grandfather was deaf, put it on though.”  

“Can she understand me?”  

To a friend, turning immediately away from me. Sometimes in the form of nervous half laughs, 

along with, “What do I do now?”  

“No problem, no problem, I’ve worked with the deaf. I’m used to such people.” Shouted at me 

through rigid lips eclipsed by a tatty moustache.  



An “on the ball, I’ve got it taped” kind of attitude. 

“Is your daughter with you? I could speak to her instead.”  

From people who panic from my first “Pardon?”  

Silence whilst they fight for composure, followed by a politely distancing comment.  

I can’t retaliate because I can’t hear it!  

 

The deafness which alienates and dehumanizes is caused by inaccessible words. To be denied access 

to language which takes liberties with you is an assault on your control over your life. The human 

contact deaf people need is what causes us the greatest unhappiness.  

It feels good to be with other deaf people and have relaxed and fluent conversation. But I live in 

this world and, like anyone else, I want access to the widest spectrum of human life. I am determined 

to achieve this for myself, and the new generation of deaf people.  

 



NOTES  

Stoical in this stance, means “self-controlled.” Originally, a Stoic was a follower of Zeno, a 

philosopher of ancient Greece who taught people that to live the good life, they should be indifferent 

to both pleasure and pain. 

 

ANALYZE AND INTERPRET  

1. With a partner, discuss how the author introduces, develops, and sums up her ideas by considering 

the following questions: How are the first two paragraphs an effective opening for the selection? 

Why do you think Kenyon used both italics and normal typeface in the central section? How does 

this combination affect your understanding of the piece? Share your ideas with another pair and 

note down any new insights.  

2. Working in a small group, create and role-play a conversation into which you incorporate some of 

the “reaction/interactions” described by Diane Kenyon. Present your dramatization to the class and 

invite their comments.  

3. Basing your ideas on the points Kenyon makes in this essay, in a chart draw up a list of “do’s and 

don’ts” that can guide the hearing in their interactions with the deaf. Present your material in the 

form of a leaflet with a title. Use a word processor to create visual appeal, and include illustrations. 

Display your final products in the classroom.  

 

 

Text adapted from “Viewpoints” (pages 314-318).  

 


