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ABSTRACT
Deaf identity in Thai society is stigmatized. Most Thai people know the
meaning of being deaf from the folktales that condemned deafness as a disease to be
cured and a person with deafness as dependent. Academic studies relating to the issue
of deafness in Thailand are mostly conducted in medical and educational contexts
which confirm the assumption that deafness is a problem to be fixed. This assumption
is also in the mind of most deaf people, who feel inferior to the hearing world. The
new theory of identity and communication presented by E. Eisenberg suggested that a
person’s identity does not have to conform to the majority consensus. A person can
build his or her identity on the uncertainties in life. It is the matter of how an
individual interprets his or her surrounding which is reflected in the story he or she
tells.
Due to the lack of presenting other aspects of the deaf life in Thai society, this
study has a strong determination to empower deaf people in Thailand by conveying
the stories of ‘living the deaf life’ to the readers. Thirty-four deaf participants in four
regions of Thailand were interviewed in order to answer the three research questions:
(1) How is deaf identity constructed in Thai society?
(2) How do deaf Thai handle deafness in their interaction with others?
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CHAPTER ONE
GROUND SETTING

In the year 2004, the stories of Thai Olympic Heroes have been told repeatedly
over months after the Olympic Games ended. Thailand sent athletes to the Olympic
Games 2004 at Athens, Greece, and won eight medals. The country celebrated the socalled “Olympic Heroes” by giving each of them seven-figure amount of money.
There was also a huge procession of the Olympic Heroes from the hotel in the middle
of Bangkok to the House of Parliament, where there was the official welcome dinner
ceremony held by the government. Thai people praised the Olympic Heroes as if they
were holy idols. Some people even shouted to the heroes, “Thank you for bringing
Thailand the Olympic medals.” Moreover, almost all of the celebration events that the
Olympic Heroes attended were broadcasted live to the audience all over the country.
This kind of incident last for months after the games ended.
Thailand also sent athletes to the Paralympic Games, the Olympic Games for
the disabled persons. Thai athletes with disabilities won 15 medals, seven medals
more than the Olympic winners did. Some of them even set the new world records;
wheelchair 4x4. Unfortunately, Thai society was quiet to this incident. The majority
of people in Thailand did not hear much about the stories of their great paralympians.
The reward for those athletes who won the medals was less than a half of what the
Olympic Heroes had received. The government held a welcome party at lunch time on
working day which was live broadcasted but there were very few people at home to
watch the TV.
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From the above story, we can see that people with disabilities in Thailand are
living in the unequal society. The majority group always has more power to impose
their stories on the society and calls them truths, norms, or public agreements for
others to follow. The majority of Thai people admires the Olympic Heroes and seems
to ignore the winners of Paralympic Games. The whole country seems to feel the
same.
Some may be surprised that the deaf people have their own version of
Olympic called Deaflympic. The 20th Deaflympic Games was held in Melbourne,
Australia in January, 2005. On the official website of Deaflympic Games (2005),
there is a section about the history of the games. It said,
In the years prior to 1924, international sports provided limited opportunities
for young deaf people. Indeed there were very few national federations to
provide sporting competitions for the deaf. Mr. Eugène Rubens-Alcais, a deaf
Frenchman, worked very hard to encourage six official national federations,
then in existence, to accept the idea and to take part in the International Silent
Games, a deaf version of the Olympic Games.
This is the just the example of the story of people with disabilities that is
rarely known to the majority group in the world. In our world, the story of the
majority group is the grand narrative, the story of how to live a better life, which
values a liberal progress from poverty and superstition to prosperity and the rule of
reason (Gress, 2000). Due to the power of majority, people of the world, including
those of developing countries as Thailand, adopt the idea of progress as a norm of life.
Living in the progressing world, people are experiencing ever-changing
activities and they tell stories to each other. People tell stories in order to exchange
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information for the better life. The variety of stories represents the diversity of ideas
and identities held by individuals. But when individuals unite as a group, the matter of
uncertainty comes into play. Whose story is right? Who is the most trustworthy
storyteller? Which story is of good reason? Then, people interact to work out
conflicts and solve problems in order to reduce uncertainty they have. Identity is
believed to be a result of interaction (Burke, 1957; Eisenberg, 2001; Goffman, 1959;
Mead, 1934; Stryker, 1968). Although people argue for what they think it is right, the
power of the majority suppresses the individual identities. People tend to associate
themselves as member of the bigger group and value the story of the group as their
way of thinking. The major story of this world is “progress.”
As the story of the progressive life is considered “normal” way of living,
everybody works hard to maintain the ‘normal’ status. Whoever thinks or acts against
this path is considered ab-normal. Unfortunately, there are groups of minorities who
do not live their lives against the concept of progress. They are not protesters or
postmodernists who try to be skeptical. Only the body conditions make them look
different and be considered ‘dis-abled’. Branson and Miller (2002) noted that concept
of “disabled” did not occur overnight but was “formed and transformed by the
peculiar cultural condition associated with the gradual development of capitalist
democracies” (p.3).
Because of their disabled bodies, it is difficult for people in these minority
groups to tell the stories of what they think the progress is. Without any support, the
blind would have difficulty to walk straight to the podium and tell their stories.
Mobility disabled persons must be slower than others to get on the stage to tell their
stories. And the deaf hardly express their stories in hearing language.
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The researcher’s concern and argument for this very matter is that norms,
values, and beliefs in any society are just the majority consensus. They are not the
truth for each and every person in the society. Each individual has his or her own way
of life, and his or her own identity which is reflected in his or her life story. Each
story has its own reason as Fisher (1985) pointed out that narrative is in itself a
justified moral construct and consonant with reason. People with disabilities do not
oppose to the progress. They just have their own pace of progression that should be
valued and respected. Their stories are not abnormal, but special.
It is the fact that almost every community has disabled persons. They have to
live the minority lives within the normal world and their stories are often overlooked
by the normals. By conducting this study, the researcher has revealed the life stories
of disabled people, especially the deaf ones. Stories of the deaf persons are scarce
because, of all of the disabilities, deafness directly obstructs communication. It is hard
for normal people to understand their meaning through strange voices or sign
language. Moreover, most deaf people communicate with sign language which has no
archive to be able to refer to afterward. Therefore, deaf people are the most interesting
disability group for the researcher to record and retold their stories, which also reflects
their identity construction, to the society.
The researcher presents this dissertation as a report of a qualitative study of
the identity construction of deaf people in Thailand. The study was based primarily
upon the stories of 34 deaf participants, who live their lives among the majority of
hearing people in Thai society. This first chapter introduces the background of the
study, identifies the problem, shows the significance of the study, and presents the
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overview of the methodology. The chapter ends with the delimitations of the study
and the definitions of key terms used.
Background of the Study
Deaf people in the west have strong deaf communities that support their
human rights. Almost all deaf people in the world know some British or American
sign languages. For instance, the American Sign Language (ASL) “I love you” is
globally known even to the hearing people. Another example of the power of deaf
communities is when the deaf students protested in Washington D.C. in March 1988.
In that protest, the deaf asked for equal rights so that a deaf person should be eligible
to be selected as the president of deaf university, Gallaudet. And they won (DPN 10,
1997). Deaf people in the west seem to have the same opportunities as the normals.
For example, in 1995, Miss America, Heather Whitestone, was deaf; and in 2002, the
audience witnessed Christy Smith, a deaf contestant, in a famous television game
show “Survivor.”
Even though the struggle of deaf people in hearing world is a repetitive
phenomenon occurring to the deaf all over the world (Erting, Johnson, Smith, &
Snider, 1994), confrontation is not the case in Thailand, a Southeast Asian developing
country. Thais do not confront when having conflict. Due to the collective
characteristic of Thai culture, deaf Thai conform to the majority consensus, the notion
of being disabled. “Disabled” is a label imposed by “abled” people. The term ‘deaf’
and ‘deafness’ carry the meaning of inferiority to the superior hearing people. In Thai
language, there are still terms like “deaf-dumb,” “deaf-mute,” or even “mad-mute”
(Arthayukti, 2001). Studies mentioned to the similar situation that deaf Thai have
been depressed from the dominant hearing society one way or another (Arthayukti,
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2001; Kongklai, 1995; Kongnin, 1999; Ngao-Ngam, 1998; Pochanakit, 1999; Reilly,
1995).
Deaf people themselves are sometimes confused about what they really are in
the society. According to Buddhist teaching, a person who is disabled is believed to
be sinful (Sri-on, 2000). There are ten kinds of person who is forbidden from being
ordained as a Buddhist monk; one is a person who is deformed. Deaf men in Thailand
are considered deformed persons because they cannot say a sacred prayer correctly in
the ordain ceremony. Disabled persons are regarded as ‘ill-fated’ persons whose
karma is thought to be linked to former bad deeds. Due to the power of rhetorical acts
condemned by “normal” people, deaf identity is weak and inferior in Thai society.
Deaf people are trying hard to establish their identities among negative
attitudes, beliefs, and values that are imposed by the hearing society. While deaf
people in the West are fighting for equal civil right, deaf people in Thailand do not
want to be humiliated by shouting in a strange voice or embarrassed when they sign in
public (Suwanarat, 1994). They are silently waiting for advocacy regulations issued
by the authorities.
Silence of the Deaf
In the west, the stories of deaf people have been told for a long time. Not only
in printed media such as books or texts about living a deaf life (Fisher & Lane, 1993),
but the stories of a deaf person also appeared on screen, for example, “Children of a
Lesser God” in 1986 and “A Miracle Worker” in 2000. There are studies that confirm
that by being exposed to related stories in social interaction, a person can process
his/her self-definition (Guajardo & Watson, 2002; Schely-Newman, 1997). Therefore,
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deaf people in the west have the opportunity to identify themselves to deaf stories,
which provides a sense of belonging to them.
Unfortunately, it is not the case of deaf Thai. Deaf and other disabilities in
Thailand are treated as diseases to be cured by authorities. Most deaf people in
Thailand are dependent on guardians. The parents have responsibility in the life of
their deaf child. As a consequence, most parents keep their deaf children at home in
order to prevent them from dangers. Those deaf children do not have chance to
expose themselves to the wider world. Their stories have not been told to other people
in the society. No one knows them well. Branson, Miller, and Sri-on (2001)
conducted research in 1997 to provide a general view of current attitudes toward deaf
people in Thailand. The research shows that Thai people knew very little about the
deaf and they regarded disabled people as not being able to look after themselves or to
organize their own lives. This attitude makes it harder for the deaf people to claim
their independent places in Thai society. Since the stories of being deaf are often kept
inside the family, it resulted in the deficit of studies that concern the deaf identity in
Thailand.
Emancipatory research for people with hearing disabilities is rare. Over fifty
thousands deaf people form the second largest disability group in Thailand, following
the mobility disabled (Office of Empowerment for Persons with Disabilities, 2004).
Ratchasuda College, the prominent higher education and research institute for the deaf
and other disabilities, has a tiny collection of 126 research titles on deaf issues from
all over the country (Ratchasuda, 2004). Two major categories of deaf research in
Thailand are “deaf education” and “deafness related to biomedicine.” Less than ten
publications dealt directly with the life experiences of deaf Thai.
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Deaf people in Thailand have less opportunity to tell their stories of how they
live a deaf life to the public. Most researchers still treat deafness as a disease that they
have to find the way of curing it. Of all the researches concerning experience of
being deaf Thai, there are very few of them emphasizing in communication in terms
of interaction in everyday life (Kongklai, 1995.) Communication in everyday life is
the important factor for individuals to realize who they are and where they belong.
The lack of deaf story in the society gives consequences that a deaf individual could
not identify him/herself to the group of deaf people. Moreover, hearing people do not
have the opportunity to know their deaf friends other than being “disabled.”
As stated above, the story of deaf people in Thailand is overlooked by the
public. This resulted in the inferior feeling for being deaf. Most deaf people in
Thailand do not see their identities as important. So, they do not care to tell their
stories to the next generation. They do not know how important it is to have their own
heritage. It is the problem that needs to be attended in order to maintain human rights
for all kinds of people in the society.
Purpose of the Study
This study has the objective of empowering deaf people in Thailand by
conveying their stories to the readers, both deaf and hearing. Arthayukti (2001)
emphasized that deaf people need to be able to tell their side of the story, and that they
have the full potential to reach the goal of life as anybody else in a society. Therefore,
only if deaf people can be proud of their deaf identities which can be reflected in the
deaf stories, can deaf people make progress side by side with their hearing friends.
Shotter and Gergen (1989) suggested that persons are largely ascribed
identities according to the manner of their embedding within a story – in their own or
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in the story of others (p. x). In the case of this study, stories of deaf life were gathered
by the method of in-depth interview. The stories revealed so many thoughts about
their identities in a hearing world. The study solicited stories from participants in
order to answer the following research questions:
RQ 1: How is deaf identity constructed in Thai society?
RQ 2: How do deaf Thai handle deafness in their interaction with others?
RQ 3: How does the process of telling a story reveal the narrator’s process of
identity construction?
Significance of the Study
The problem of deficit in deaf story leads to an obscure understanding among
the deaf people themselves and among the majority hearing people in Thai society.
Deaf people do not know what the choices are for them to identify their lives to, since
they have no chance to expose themselves to other deaf stories. Hearing people still
have the same old picture of a deaf person that looks strange and with whom they are
not being able to communicate. Moreover, some mean hearing people even make fun
of the expression of the deaf people. Hearing people can take this study as a new point
of view to look at deaf persons within their own neighborhoods.
In addition, as a developing country, Thailand is now seriously concerned
about human rights issues. In the 9th National Economic and Social Development Plan
(2002-2006), the government put great effort into human resource development
including the development of people with disabilities. The governmental reform in
September 2002 has established the Office for the Protection of Children and Elderly
and the Disadvantaged under the newly appointed Ministry of Social Development
and Human Security. Disabled persons are counted as disadvantaged in Thai society.
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Recently, the Deaf issue has become a topic of interest at the government
policy level. A government agency has chosen deafness for a pilot study in
developing regulations and legislations to promote human rights, in a sense of
helping, for disabled people in Thailand. With the opportunity window that has been
opened, this research would provide an important piece of information for the
government concerning its plan for the deaf people. This study reveals the importance
of social interactions towards people with disabilities. This study also has a potential
to contribute positive impact to the deaf and other groups of people with disabilities in
Thailand.
Overview of Methodology
This study used the method of in-depth interview which is one of the
qualitative research methodologies. On the assumption that identity is the certain state
of individual’s mind in dealing with uncertainty, the researcher collected life stories
from deaf participants to see how a deaf person deals with uncertainties in his or her
life.
Thirty-four deaf participants were purposively selected from all four regions
of Thailand; north, northeast, central, and south. The researcher conducted the pilot
study with 2 participants in the north and 1 participant in the northeast. Pilot study
revealed some problems that needed to be solved. For instance, the local signlanguage interpreters could not use sign language fluently as this study requires. Some
participants did not use standard Thai sign language. The camera angle was not right
for the transcription process afterward. These kinds of problems from the pilot study
were treated before the actual field trips.

11
For the real field trips, the researcher and a college certified sign-language
interpreter went to thirteen provinces where the deaf participants reside; Chiang Mai,
Tak, Pitsanulok, Songkhla, Nakon Sritammarat, Yala, Nakon Ratchasima, Roi-Et,
Surin, Nakon Panom, Ayuthaya, Nakon Pathom, and Bangkok. The process was to
conduct in-depth interview with each participant at his or her comfort place; their
houses, work places, and the deaf clubs. Each participant was requested to tell his or
her life experience to the sign-language interpreter, whereas the researcher was fully
observing the interview. There was a list of questions to be asked in case of the deadair communication occur, which was very few. Average time for each interview
session was forty-five minutes to one hour. All interviews were recorded on digital
video camera and transferred onto VHS tapes for transcription.
Due to the hardship of contacting deaf participants and finding a certified signlanguage interpreter, the interview sessions took four months to finish and the
transcription from Thai sign language to written language took another three months.
Researcher analyzed the data by looking at the content of each story according
to the narrator’s relationship with his or her uncertain surroundings throughout his or
her deaf life. Along the stories that deaf participants told, the surroundings had
changed from time to time; from birth to babyhood, from school to workplace, from
parents to friends, and, most importantly, from deaf to hearing world. Each deaf
participant shared his or her experiences in dealing with uncertainties in order to
survive as a deaf person in the majority hearing society. Each story has its own way of
revealing the narrator’s identity.
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Delimitations
Within a workable time frame, 10 months, this study used the small number of
participants in order to get more details from each story. Thirty four deaf participants
were over thirty years old, and have at least Mattayom 3 diploma (equal to Grade 9).
All of the participants can communicate with the standard Thai sign language. All of
them are hearing impaired persons, however, there was no requirement for the degree
of hearing lost as long as the participant considers him or herself as a deaf person and
uses sign language as a communication mode in everyday life.
The sampling technique used in this study was a purposive sampling as well as
a snowball sampling. The snowball went to some participants who live in the remote
area or even at the border of the country. This study intended to go to the deaf
participants wherever they were. However, the area of the field trips had to be limited
to the places that a car could reach. It was because there were so many instruments to
be taken along to the interview sessions; video cameras, tri-pod, tapes, connecting
cords, monitor, notes, gifts, and two persons. It was impossible to walk or ride on a
bike with all the things.
There was also the limitation of the language used in this study. The primary
language used in all interviews was the standard Thai sign language. However, this
study does not focus on sign language, therefore, the researcher did not concern indepth in the linguistic matter. Since the sign language has its own syntax and
grammar which is different from English or Thai language, this study omits the
analysis of word choice, pauses between words or sentences, or the repeated message.
The study focuses only on the meaning of the story that the participants shared. The
archive of all interviews was kept in digital videotape.
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Definition of Key Terms
As deafness is not a common social knowledge, several terms used in this
study must be defined so that readers can understand their precise meaning. However,
Creswell (2003) suggested that in qualitative proposal like this one, terms should be
defined tentatively. Some meanings may emerge clearer in the field. The following
are some terms that should be mentioned prior.
Deaf/deaf:

In this study, the terms Deaf and deaf refer to people
with hearing loss of a critical level that interferes with their
understanding of normal communication. They use sign
language as a primary mode of communication.
However, there is always confusion in using the terms
‘Deaf’ and ‘deaf’. The National Association of the Deaf
(United States) explains the use of these two terms clearly. The
term ‘deaf’, with a lowercase “d”, is used to refer to the
audiological condition of not hearing. The uppercase “D” is
used when referring to a particular group of people who share a
language – sign language- and a culture.
Since Thai language has only single case letter, the
researcher used the word deaf with the lowercase “d”
throughout the study, except in the beginning of sentences.

Hearing:

In this study, the term ‘hearing’ refers to people who do
not have a hearing impairment and can participate in normal
spoken communication.
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Identity:

Identity is used in this study to refer to the state of mind
that an individual makes sense of oneself in certain
environment through communication process self-concepts that
emerges from interactions with others.

Narrative:

In this study, narrative refers to the life stories of the
deaf participants which disclosed through the in-depth
interview.

Sense making:

The process of interpreting one’s surroundings or giving
meaning to things, people, and the situations all around.
Conclusion of the Chapter

Apart from presenting the objectives and background of the study, this chapter
summarizes what has been done through out the research process. The rest of the
dissertation will be the chapters that elaborate everything in details; literature,
methodology, findings, and discussion.

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Aristotle said, “Let there be a law that no deformed child shall be reared.”
Quintilian, the Roman philosopher and rhetorician, also said, “Good man
speaks well.”
Two ancient notions condemn people with disabilities who live in the world of
normalcy. Consider the two notions above; it is the rhetoric that constitutes the
meaning of disability. Aristotle’s command imposed the idea that disability is not
acceptable. Quintilian’s statement implied that a disabled person, especially a deaf
person, will never have a chance to be a good speaker since he or she is not able to
speak; therefore, unable to achieve “goodness.” Both ancient notions against
disabilities and grand narrative of the modern world create unnecessary conflict
between people. People in the world are not necessary alike. Deafness is just a
condition of a person. As some can drive, some cannot, some can read, some cannot,
or some can hear, some cannot. It should not be a big matter that resulted in
anybody’s sorrow. However, with the grand narrative and majority consensus,
deafness is different.
In this chapter, I will present some information to broaden an understanding of
deafness. As I totally value people’s differences, the following information about
deafness, deaf people, and attitudes towards the deaf will shed light on the necessity
of my proposed study.
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Deafness
The hearing world refers to deafness as having something missing, damaged,
or defective in the sense of hearing. The World Health Organization (WHO) mentions
that deafness or hearing impairment can retard an individual's development by
damaging language acquisition and cognitive development and impeding school
progress. It can cause vocational and economic difficulties and lead to social isolation
and stigmatization at all ages (Prevention of deafness and hearing impairment, 2002).
This verdict of such an international organization as WHO acts as the grand narrative
that leads people to have pity on the deaf persons. Deafness is regarded as not being
able to hear due to a physical condition which stops the ears from working “normally”
or “properly.” Deaf people are, therefore, condemned to be people who lack a normal
sense of hearing, suffer a loss of hearing, or are unable to hear what normal people
say.
Deafness can be interpreted in several ways. In the book, Lend Me Your Ear,
Brueggemann (1999) provides three areas that deafness would fall into: deafness as
disability, deafness as pathology, and deafness as culture. As a disability, deafness
obstructs a person from normal communication. As a person is unable to hear, that
person is restrained from acquiring the dominant language. Brueggemann uses the
metaphor, “literacy as power” and asserts that “English” is the power the deaf
students wish for, but never receive. She talks about the situation in the prominent
higher educational institute of the deaf, Gallaudet University. There are two dominant
languages used on campus; American Sign Language (ASL) and Standard Written
English (SWE). For native ASL users, SWE is a second language since ASL has no
written components. The grammar, syntax, and word orders are totally different from

17
Standard English. Therefore, Standard Written English is power at Gallaudet
University. Those who can write well, have a wider path of life.
Brueggemann (1999) also points out that deafness can be seen from a
pathological viewpoint. If we consider that the world achieves progress by rule of
reason, according to the grand narrative, then deafness is an infirmity and should be
repaired. Referring to Quintilian’s idea that a “good man speaks well,” we can see that
the Western culture emphasis on “the will to speech.” Therefore, audiologists and
speech therapists are the authorities in the world of deafness. They are experts who
can transform a deaf person to a “good man.”
In a pathology sense, deafness is a degree of hearing loss that is related to
technical terms such as decibels and hertz. Deafness is known through a medical
chart. In the scientific context, biomedicine and its technology make deafness a
problem that must be cured. Assistive listening devices such as hearing aids are boom
and cochlear implant is introduced. Audiologists do not realize that they are imposing
inferior meaning to deafness, the meaning of ab-normal. An experienced audiologist
sincerely expressed, “We are people-oriented. I became an audiologist because I
wanted to help people” (Brueggemann, 1999, p.126). In the eyes of scientists,
deafness is a disease to be cured.
The third notion from Brueggemann’s suggestions is deafness as culture. The
rise in cultural awareness of deafness stems from both the deaf and the hearing. The
protest to have a deaf president at Gallaudet University, in the campaign “Deaf
President Now: (DPN)” shows the strength of deaf communities in the United States.
In the DPN protest, students were “armed” with “sign language,” the language of the
deaf that at last granted full sociolinguistic status. The students called for a reversal
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and “voice” in matters of power, politics, and pedagogy. In DPN, hand-signs
drastically drowned out voices. Media had to place cameras on the protesters and
microphones on the hearing sign language interpreter. Sign language is a main factor
that keeps deaf people unified within their own culture. At the same time, it is the
factor that isolates them from the hearing world. Sign language is unable to be
distributed widely in print. In this sense, it creates difficulties for others to know
stories of the deaf.
From all three areas that deafness could fall into, we may say that deafness is
undesirable for the dominant society. Deaf people are marginalized. Hearing people
treat the deafness as something bad and want to eliminate deafness from society. At
the same time, people with deafness strengthen their deaf identity by demanding
recognition of deaf culture. These incidents lead to conflict. Only if we value the
differences in people, deafness is just another condition of living on this same old
earth.
People who are Deaf
Deafness is a common condition found everywhere. The World Health
Organization’s (WHO) most recent estimate in 2001 reported that 250 million people
in the world have a hearing impairment – moderate or worse hearing impairment in
the better ear (see appendix 1). Two-thirds of these people live in developing
countries.
In the United States only, the National Institute on Deafness and Other
Communication Disorders reports that more than 28 million Americans are deaf or
hard of hearing. Moreover, it is interesting to learn that approximately 1 in every
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1,000 infants is born deaf. Another 1 in every 1,000 infants has a hearing impairment
significant enough to make speaking difficult (Health Information, 2002).
In Thailand, there are 57,665 deaf persons registered as disabled which equals
14.2 % of all people with disabilities (Office of Empowerment for Persons with
Disabilities, 2004). The researcher went to different research sites, especially in the
remote area, and found that there are more deaf people in Thailand who have not
registered with the government agency because they have no access to literacy and
because they consider themselves as second-class people who are not entitled to go
for any official practice.
From this huge number, deaf people are considered as a piece of jigsaw that is
worth while to study in order to complete a big picture of a beautiful society. Deaf
stories should be made known to the public. I encourage everyone to be more open
and listen to the story of a deaf person.
A Deaf Person
There is a controversy among people in regard to identifying the deaf. Some
see a deaf person as an ordinary person who cannot hear sound. Some view a deaf
person as disabled. Deaf persons look at themselves as perfect human beings that have
their own culture. Most of these areas are created by hearing people. For example,
from a medical standpoint, a deaf person is a patient whom physicians and therapists
try to help, so that individual can function in the hearing world (Hollins, 2000).
Cochlear implantation is the biggest debate of all time between the deaf and hearing.
It is the medical process of replacing the hearing organ to make a deaf person become
a hearing one. Hollins found that children who have cochlear implants are actually a
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marginalized group. After the implantation, they are not deaf, but they are labeled
‘deaf who can hear’. It is psychologically harmful.
Foster (2001), stated that whether or not a particular deaf person is identified
as disabled depends on the attitude of the hearing person. As a member of the deaf
community, a deaf person is ‘normal’ in that community. The same person can also be
considered disabled when he is a patient who needs medical treatments for his loss of
hearing. Moreover, when he is seen as a citizen of his country, that particular person
is considered a minority within a majority of hearing people. We can see that being
deaf is tough since deafness is stigmatized. Deaf people have no choice to be anything
else but deaf.
Attitudes toward Deaf
Hearing people have certain attitudes toward deaf people and vice versa.
Several researchers have studied the different attitudes of deaf and hearing people.
According to Trafimow (2000), an attitude is “an opinion a person has about another’s
behavior, whether positive or negative” (p. 47). Trafimow also suggests that
individual difference variables affect attitudes. Kiger (1997) studied the influence of
emotion, values, and stereotypes on the attitudes hearing people have toward deaf
people. Kiger found that attitudes toward deaf people are shaped by relationships and
experiences with deafness. Kiger (1997) examined the relative effects of affect,
cognition, and stereotype on attitude toward persons who are deaf. He found positive
attitude yet embedded with the idea that deaf people do not pose a political, social, or
economic threat to non-deaf people. What if they do? This findings support my
assumptions that attitudes toward deaf people are so mean because it implies that deaf
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people have to be silent and express no feeling against the on going political, social,
and economic activities.
Erting (1985) also found that the conflicts between hearing and deaf
interactants stem from different experiences and definitions of deafness. Wixtrom
(2003) summarized two major views of deafness; deafness as pathology and deafness
as a difference as shown in Figure 2.1
That said, “deafness” is the key word for which both deaf and hearing people
should have a common understanding. When people have a common ground on
deafness, anything happen between deaf and hearing is counted as a fair play. To have
mutual understanding, hearing people should have listened more to the deaf stories.
The following stories are just a small part of them.
Figure 2.1 : Two Views of Deafness. Outline by Chris Wixtrom (2003) for the
Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT) library.
Deafness as Pathology

Deafness as a Difference

Define deafness as a pathological
condition (a defect, or a handicap) which
distinguishes abnormal deaf persons from
normal hearing persons.

Define deafness as merely a difference, a
characteristic which distinguishes normal
deaf persons from normal hearing
persons. Recognize that deaf people are a
linguistic and cultural minority.

Deny, downplay, or hide evidence of
deafness.

Openly acknowledge deafness.

Seek a "cure" for deafness: focus on
ameliorating the effects of the "auditory
disability" or "impairment."

Emphasize the abilities of deaf persons.

Place much emphasis on speech and
speechreading ("oral skills"); avoid sign
and other communication methods which
are deemed "inferior."

Encourage the development of all
communication modes including - but not
limited to - speech.
(Continued)
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Figure 2.1 (continued) : Two Views of Deafness. Outline by Chris Wixtrom (2003)
for the Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT) library.
Deafness as Pathology

Deafness as a Difference

Give much attention to the use of hearing
aids and other devices that enhance
auditory perception and/or focus on
speech. Examples: amplifiers, tactile and
computer-aided speech devices, cue
systems . . .

Give much attention to issues of
communication access for deaf persons
through visual devices and services.
Examples: telecommunication devices,
captioning devices, light signal devices,
interpreters . . .

Promote the use of auditory-based
communication modes; frown upon the
use of modes which are primarily visual.

Strongly emphasize the use of vision as a
positive, efficient alternative to the
auditory channel.

Describe sign language as inferior to
spoken language.

View sign language as equal to spoken
language.

View spoken language as the most
natural language for all persons,
including the deaf.

View sign language as the most natural
language for the deaf.

Make mastery of spoken language a
central educational aim.

In education, focus on subject matter,
rather than a method of communication.
Work to expand all communication skills.

Support socialization of deaf persons
with hearing persons. Frown upon
deaf/deaf interaction and deaf/deaf
marriages.

Support socialization within the deaf
community as well as within the larger
community.

Regard "the normal hearing person" as
the best role model.

Regard successful deaf adults as positive
role models for deaf children.

Regard professional involvement with the
deaf as "helping the deaf" to "overcome
their handicap" and to "live in the hearing
world."

Regard professional involvement with the
deaf as "working with the deaf" to
"provide access to the same rights and
privileges that hearing people enjoy."

Neither accept nor support a separate
"deaf culture."

Respect, value and support the language
and culture of deaf people.
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Being called deaf, hard of hearing, or hearing impaired carries a negative
connotation almost everywhere in the world. In Japan, deafness is portrayed in
television and film as a disability and is isolated (Valentine, 2001). Tsuchiya (1999)
stated that deaf lives were made miserable by hearing people. When a deaf child was
born, the birth was considered a sign of misfortune for the family, and a child might
be abandoned. In Nepal, many deaf children are prevented from attending school
because of financial restraints and lack of awareness of educational opportunities
available. Services of any kind for deaf adult are non-existent in Nepal (Joshi, 1994).
Sururu (1994) told the tragedy of a deaf woman in Burundi. As being deaf, she
would not be able to be married openly, although she has five hearing children.
Because of the interference of her hearing family members who undermine the
mother’s influence over the children, the children have taken away from their mother
and grown up without respect for their mother. In Zimbabwe, the negative traditional
beliefs toward disabilities prevent the integration of deaf students into regular school
(Chimedza, 1998).
In Europe, deaf people were labeled deaf and dumb. Lane (1993) analyzed
oppressive language used to describe marginalized people. The analysis shows that
hearing people label deaf people in much the same way the Europeans labeled the
Africans which was not in a positive way. Erting (1985) found a cultural conflict
between hearing teachers and deaf parents over the education of deaf students.
Parents’ expectations are not met by school plan. Hearing educators promote fingerspelling, while deaf parents prefer ASL (American Sign Language) in school. The
reason is that ASL is the first language of the deaf but finger-spelling is the
communication mode that represents the written English of hearing people.
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As evidenced above, it seems that hearing people do indeed apply unpleasant
labels to people who are deaf. The majority of hearing people hardly accept deaf
people as equal human beings in society. This prejudice is obviously the
communication barrier between deaf and hearing people and leads to conflict.
Unfortunately, it is not only hearing people that reject the deaf, the deaf also refuse to
accept hearing people into their silent world.
After years of oppression, deaf people now openly express prejudice against
hearing people. The student protest at Gallaudet University in 1988 has proven this
fact. In that protest, deaf communities all over the United States supported a deaf
person to become the president of the first and only liberal arts university for the deaf
in the country. Cumming and Rodda (1988) wrote, “The victim of the prejudice may
tend to reciprocate and/or internalize the prejudice to which they have been exposed”
(p. 5). Moreover, many studies show that deaf people have strong negative feelings
toward the hearing. They do not appreciate it if their children are born hearing (Miller,
Moores, & Sicoli, 1999). They argue against cochlear implantation (Crouch, 1997).
Furthermore, deaf students ignore hearing teachers in school (Robertson & Serwatka,
2000). All of these studies illustrate that deaf and hearing people have a hard time
being in the same society, all because the grand narrative that promotes progress and
condemns disabilities.
Attitude toward Deaf Thai
According to Arthayukti (2002), stories of the deaf life are rarely mentioned
anywhere in existing accounts of Thai history. However, a few religious texts touch
on disabilities as undesirable results of a bad deed (p. 25).
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Most Thai people have heard about a deaf person in the story of “Sung Tong”,
a charming golden prince, named Pra Sung, who disguises himself in the body of an
ugly deaf and dumb man, named Jao Ngo. Because the princess overlooked an ugly
appearance and saw the golden heart of the charming prince, Jao Ngo was married to
the seventh daughter of King Samon. The King lost face in this incident and planed to
kill Jao Ngo. The King ordered all seven sons-in-law to catch a hundred fish, as he
expected that the deaf and dumb Jao-Ngo could not accomplish the task. The king
planned to execute Jao Ngo. As a lesson to those who want to kill him, the golden
prince, Pra Sung, uses his magic to gather all fish in the river and trade two fish for
the tips of the noses of other six competitors. King Samon and his six sons-in-law
failed to kill Jao Ngo this time. They kept trying to get rid of this ugly deaf and dumb
creature in so many ways. God Indra knows the story and wanted to help Pra Sung,
the golden prince. Indra threatened the kingdom of Samon that if the king’s son-inlaw can beat him at ‘Khli’ (a prototype of the polo played today), he would spare the
kingdom. After all six sons-in-law failed, Indra suggested Samon to call for another
son-in-law. Jao Ngo discarded his disguise and showed that he was not deaf and
dumb. He matched Indra in every stroke and Indra pretended to be defeated. Jao Ngo,
as Pra Sung, becomes king (adapted from Sang Thong, the Thai popular folktale).
Even though the story of ‘Sung Tong’ encourages people to look for the
goodness inside others, the story shows that deaf and dumb or mute people are
undesirable. And this prejudice is embedded in people’s feeling toward deaf Thai.
In Thailand, deaf people have to survive in the midst of pity and
embarrassment. For ordinary Thai people, the loss of hearing in a child is most
regretted for its elimination of spoken communication. When a child does not
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response to speech like others, the parents are naturally reluctant to give up on the
auditory channel (Reilly, 1995). Research conducted in 1997 reveals negative
attitudes, beliefs, values, and behaviors toward people with disability in Thai society
(Sri-on, 2001). Most people believe that disabled people are inexperienced and unable
to help themselves. Thai people regard advocacy to disabled people as making merit.
They seek merit by giving donations to the disabled. Thai people see disability as a
barrier in all daily life, religion, education, occupation, politics, and so on. They are
inclined to sympathize with the disabled and do not want them to work hard.
From the attitudes toward deaf Thai, we can imagine the sadness that deaf
people in Thailand encounter in everyday life. As a collective, high-context society,
deaf Thai do not confront, which make their identity more invisible for the public, and
for themselves.
Thailand is known as the land of smile, Thai people, weather rich or poor,
weather experiencing difficulties or not, smiles often. We, the deaf Thai, smile
often, too. But we have less to smile about, because we are oppressed by
ignorance- the ignorance of not knowing about our surroundings as well as
hearing Thai do. We often have fewer friends and are often lonely.
(Suwanarat, 1994, p. 61)
The introduction to deafness and deaf people presented above is just the small
part of a whole story. The deaf are depressed because they do not have a normal
condition according to the hearing world. The stories about deaf people are scarce
especially in Thailand. As the activities in daily life come and go, most deaf people
have to live their lives day by day, night by night without any pride in their existence.
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In the next part of this proposal, I will address the concept of identity. We will
see that deaf identity stands on shaky ground. Uncertainties in life make deaf people
depressed. However, Eisenberg (2001) proposed the alternative way to look at
identity construction. Through the interaction with surroundings and expression via
communication process, the deaf might have a chance to securely place themselves
among this ever-changing world.
Identity
The most important thing is not to live, but to live well, to live according to
your principles. (Plato- The Apology)
Everybody is a traveler who travels from birth to death. A person has to go
through so many things in one life. If someone ever wonders what people really want
in their journey, it is also commonly assumed that people want to survive or exist in
this world as long as they can. Now the question is how an individual knows that
he/she exists, what is the sign of existence? How do we know who we are?
Because humans are social animals, they have to explore the way to live
among others. People have to exchange information in order to manage their
existence according to the group in which they belong. We exist by the recognition of
others. We simply do our best to be recognized in the society we are in. Who we think
we are, is a principle for which we live our lives. Identity is primarily what matters in
survival (Martin & Barresi, 2003).
The importance of identity was recognized long ago. In the West, Plato (428
BC) mentioned that people should live their lives according to their beliefs. In the
East, the oldest book of Hinduism, Upanishad (600 BC), mentioned the self-concept.
Prior to 543 B.C., Buddha taught about the knowing of one’s self. Most discussion of
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identity or self appears in religious and theological contexts until William James, the
psychologist, introduced the concept of consciousness of self in 1890. After that time,
concept of self and identity disappeared again. In 1934 George Herbert Mead picked
up the concept and a little later Erving Goffman explored the concept of selfpresentation thoroughly in 1959 (Martin & Barresi, 2003).
Definitions of Identity
Identity is a unique concept, yet vague in some aspects. Scholars use the term
‘self’ and ‘identity’ interchangeably. The two terms commonly indicate one’s
awareness of existence. In consideration, self and identity are not totally the same.
They overlap on each other, but each term has its own significance.
Roughly distinction, self is more on psychological aspect. Identity inclines to
the field of philosophy. Self is more concrete than identity. One aspect of self is
visible as a total body, but identity is invisible. Identity has to be revealed by activities
of the self, or behaviors.
If we consider the two terms, we may see that self is more tangible than
identity. Self is more social related while identity seems to be less concrete. But the
two terms are interdependent. Self reflects identity whereas repeated self-activity (i.e.
behaviors) constitutes the sense of identity to oneself.
Simple denotations of ‘identity’ are given in several dictionaries, for example,
The Macquire Dictionary gives, “Identity is the condition of being oneself and not
another.” The Longman Dictionary says that identity is “who someone is.” Identity
also has connotations, which will be the locus of my research.
Peter J. Burke (2003) provides three bases of identity: role, group, and
personal characteristic. The role identity requires the role partner. An individual is a
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teacher only if he or she has a student. An individual can also have group identity
when he or she is a member of a certain group, for instance, Black, White, Thai,
American, Deaf, Blind, etc. The personal characteristic such as being honorable,
assertive, passive, etc. is another base of individual’s identity (pp. 2-3).
After reviewing some definitions of identity, I come up with my definition. In
my opinion, identity is the state of mind (philosophy) that an individual makes sense
of oneself (psychology) in certain environment through communication process
(social). From this definition, identity relates to certain concepts; mind, self, and
communication.
The mind. According to Mead (1967) the mind is the ability to make meaning
out of symbols in communication. Mind arises in social process that an individual
involves. When the process occurs, the individual becomes self-conscious and has a
mind (p. 134). When entering into new environment, a person interprets symbols used
in the situation. A person has a thought of how certain symbols indicate certain
characters. Mead appointed the concept of mind as one of the main concepts in his
symbolic interaction theory. Moeller (2003) studied mental state input to children’s
state of mind. She found that children’s language skill was influenced by frequency of
mother-child interaction. Once a person has language skill, the person can figure out
the meaning of other people and things all around; therefore, the mind is the most
important element of identity.
The self. According to the Handbook of Self and Identity, Leary and Tangney
(2003) admit that there is no agreement upon a single definition of self. Self can be
interpreted as the total person, personality, experience subject, beliefs, or active
agents. Researchers must provide their definition of self in their studies. They may
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clarify by using the prefix self, in front of the theme they want to study (e.g., selfconcept, self-esteem, self-control, self-disclosure, etc.) However, Leary and Tangney
came up with three common traits that seem to exist in most of the meanings of self:
(1) people’s experience of themselves, (2) their perceptions, thoughts, and feeling
about themselves, and (3) their deliberate efforts to regulate their own behavior (p.8).
The self is also the main concept in Mead’s symbolic interaction theory, which will be
explained later.
Communication. Communication is the means an individual uses to let the self
express states of mind. People always communicate one way or another. Persons can
make sense of themselves as well as they can do in interpersonal or group
communication; and, through the communication, a person reveals his or her identity
(Eisenberg, 2002). Burke (2003) emphasizes that meaning of ‘who one is’ is a share
meaning. When people interpret the meanings of ‘who they are’ in the process of
communication, those meanings determine what to expect of themselves and from
others
Identity is the core concept that this research intends to explore. The process
of identity construction is crucial to understand a person’s identity. There are several
ways of constructing identity and, in every way, communication plays the most
important role.
Identity Construction
Identity emerges when individuals communicate. Scholars believe that identity
is a posteriori product of experience (Burke, 1957; Eisenberg, 2001; Goffman, 1959;
Mead, 1967). Identity is acquired after an individual possesses information and
recognizes the meaning of the information via communication. “Disability exists
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when people experience discrimination from interactions” (Kasnitz and Shuttleworth,
2001, p. 20). There are certain communication-related theories that explain how an
individual forms his or her identity.
Symbolic Interaction Theory
George Herbert Mead (1934) observed and reflected his belief that human
symbolic activities are the basis of human identity. Individual can acquire identity
only by interacting with others. There are five key concepts in Mead’s theory: mind,
self, I, me, and role taking (Mead, 1934, & Wood, 2000).
Mind – is the ability to use symbols in communication. Baby-talk is a good
example of using symbols. Before knowing the meaning of words, a baby makes
sounds to catch the attention of adults and get what he wants. The sounds are symbols
the baby uses to communicate. When the baby knows what sound or symbol leads to
getting what he wants, the baby develops his mind to use that symbol. This ability is
the basis of language learning further in his life.
Self – Mead sees the self as emerging out of the mind. The mind develops
from social interaction. The mind is a thinking part of the self. After interaction with
others, individual build up the self-concept according to what others see. The self is
imposed on us by others. Wood (2000) mentioned to Mead’s concept of “looking
glass self” and clarify Mead’s view of self. Wood said, “We learn to see ourselves in
the mirror of others’ eyes” (p.98). To be clear, the following concept of I and Me will
help.
I and Me – Mead sees that the ‘I’ as the active self and the ‘Me’ as the passive
self. The individual uses ‘I’ in creating ideas and initiating interaction. In Mead’s
word, the ‘I’ gives the sense of freedom, of initiative (Mead, 1934). The ‘I’ and the
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‘Me’ are complimentary parts of the self. Mead wrote, “If the ‘I’ speaks, the ‘Me’
hears. If the ‘I’ strikes, the ‘Me’ feels the blow (Mead, 1960). The self is essentially a
process going on with these two phases. If it did not have the two phases, there could
not be conscious responsibility, and there would be nothing new to experience (Mead,
1934).
Role taking –How others see us is so powerful that it indicates how we see
ourselves and how we live our lives, regardless of whether others’ perceptions are
reasonable (Wood, 2000). Mead presented the concept of significant others and
generalize others. Significant others are persons who are important to us. Our parents
or close family members can be our significant others. These significant others have
influence in how we see the world. They are the primary source for meaning. When
we see the world through their eyes, we are taking their role. For example, a deaf
person has been raised in the home that is full of music. Other family members, ones
who can hear, love to play music and sing songs. The deaf person develops the
meaning that music is appreciated, eventhough he is deaf.
Generalized others are other people we interact within a society. There are
group’s opinions, viewpoints of social groups, community, or society as a whole.
They, too, have influence in our understanding of society and the world.
Symbolic interaction illustrates how individuals create meaning. It is the basis
of how identity emerges for an individual. We can see clearly from this concept that
identity emerges from interaction with others. The “looking glass self” has a
significant influence on how individuals interpret symbols. Significant and
generalized others also have power in this matter. There is another concept of identity
construction related to symbols. The concept was proposed by Kenneth Burke.
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Burke’s Concept of Identification
Kenneth Burke introduced his thoughts on the matter of identification in 1969.
Burke defines man as a “symbol user” and, to understand each other, man has to have
the same interpretation. His comments on identification are noteworthy. In Burke’s
view, verbal symbols, or language, convey the attitude of the speaker. Burke (1969)
saw that each person is unique and this uniqueness is the foundation of
communication. Burke believes that communication is the means by which we seek to
transcend our uniqueness with each other. However, uniqueness creates conflict in a
society as a whole. Therefore, a person tends to identify oneself to other that he or she
can manipulate, or at least thinks and acts alike, in interpreting symbols. To quote
Burke, “…a way of life is an acting-together; and in acting-together, men have
common sensations, concepts, images, ideas, attitudes, that make them
consubstantial” (p.21).
The concept of identification leads us to understand the way individuals come
up with their identities. According to this idea, a person builds up identity through the
process of interaction. Through the identification process, persons acquire group
identity. And to be safe, people tend to identify with the group that has more power.
Deaf people are having a hard time identifying with the normal world, all because
they are stigmatized.
Goffman’s Concept of Stigma
Goffman (1963) defined stigma as “an attribute that is deeply discrediting”
(p. 3). People who are discredited by stigma live in uncertainty; they do not know
exactly where they belong. Goffman (1963) stated that the social setting divided
people into categories. Typically, we do not become aware of our reactions to
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strangers. When someone is presented to us as different in a negative way, we tend to
impose stigma no that person. Stigma affects individuals both in the presence of
others or being alone. In the study of prostate cancer survivors, Arrington (2003)
found that after they were treated for cancer, survivors still acknowledge the stigma of
the “C” (cancer) word. This acknowledgement somehow discourages their daily life
as “normal” men.
Stigma pushes stigmatized people away from the dominant society. Persons
with disabilities are stigmatized by the majority of people in the society. As I talked to
a blind person, he told me that many of the blind persons experience that normal
people speak loudly or even shout to them as if they also deaf. Braithwaite (1990)
found that after disablement, a person is isolated. “The old friends do not come along,
and the roommates move out” (p.471). A woman expressed her feeling after the
accident and appears to be on a wheelchair. She felt like she was a foreigner in her
own country. Even the waitress asks another person who comes with her, “And what
does she want for lunch?” (Braithwaite, 1993, p. 472) Goffman said that the
stigmatized individuals have reason to avoid mixed society and construct their own
group. That is, they form a certain identity.
All of the theories and concepts related to identity construction mentioned
above have shown that people seek certainty and try to identify with others who are
similar to them. People are pushed to obtain identities from others opinions and
attitudes towards them through communication. Those theories provide no alternative
for individuals to come up with their own identities. Social interaction process has
significant power to impose certain identity on an individual.

35
It is the fact that we are living in a changing world and people need to be able
to manage their identity according to the changing world; otherwise, there will be
more suicide cases as individuals are stuck with the imposed identity and cannot
tolerate it in the changing. As the world is going towards liberty and freedom, it is fair
to say that an individual should have his or her own decision to choose identity. In the
following part, an alternative concept of identity construction is proposed.
A New Theory of Communication and Identity
Eric M. Eisenberg, a communication professor who is interested in topic of
communication and identity, introduced a new theory of communication and identity.
He presents this theory as an alternative to identity formation. Eisenberg sees that the
way scholars define identity formation is too tight. He suggests that we can open
opportunity to the uncertainty. Identity can be built upon uncertainty (Eisenberg,
2001)
The identity theories in the past talked about how an individual reflect oneself
from others’ view point. Symbolic Interaction Theory framed the individual’s ability
to form identity within a self-reflection concept. An individual’s self is a reflection of
other people’s opinion, both significant others or generalized others. Burke’s
identification concept also limits individual identity to the identified group. And
Goffman’s concept of stigma supports that identity is imposed by others.
Eisenberg notes that all aspects of present identity theories leads to the
reduction of uncertainty. People identify with each other or groups in order to be
certain that they are accepted. People exchange symbols and learn language in order
to speak the same way and understand the same meaning as others. As the world
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keeps changing, a primary challenge is living in the present world with the awareness
of an uncertain future (Eisenberg, 2001).
In Eisenberg’s view, identity is not static; it is changed along with the world.
For example, women’s status in the past was not supposed to take roles in military. As
the world is changed, we have female soldiers. As the world changes, Franks (1995)
pointed out the changes in the identity of sick persons. In pre-modern time, a sick
person was unaware of sickness. The person went to bed and died. In modern time,
patients surrendered their identities to health experts. Now, in Frank’s words, we are
in the postmodern time. Patients ask for more participation in making decisions about
their illness.
Eisenberg (2001) sees that the old concept of identity “locks” people within a
particular way of thinking. He stated, “what we gain in certainty, we lose in
possibility” (p.540). Normalcy makes no room for difference. If we believe in
people’s differences, we must change our view of forming identity. Identity of the
same person can be formed in so many different surroundings. It depends on how that
person expresses his or herself. There are possibilities that the person can hold
different identity in different surrounding. Following Eisenberg’s new theory of
communication and identity, we will see other possibilities for how an individual
acquires identity.
The Surroundings
No one can deny communication. Eisenberg emphasizes that person’s
communicative choices express identity. Communicative choices are connected with
their personal narrative of their mood and emotion which correlate with their
surroundings.
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Eisenberg believes that we were born into a preexisting world. We had names,
language to be used, people to be related to, and all other things were predetermined
for us. We even had identity before we enter into the world. I have direct experience
in supporting this idea of Eisenberg. In 1975, my mother got pregnant. After they
knew that the baby in the womb is a boy, my parents planned to have him study in the
most prominent boy’s school in the country. He already had several identities
eventhough he was not born yet. After two years of not responding to any sound, my
baby brother was diagnosed as hard-of-hearing. All the plans had to be changed. He
could not hear the sound to understand the meaning through spoken communication.
He had no choice but to study in the school that has programs for the deaf.
The world changes, and so do we. Our identity has changed from time to time
according to the changes of our biological-selves and our surroundings. As we were
small children, distance between the house and the playground seemed so far but it
was worth it to go there to play on the swings and slides. But in present time, we can
walk for a couple steps to where it used to be our playground. Swings and slides are
too small to play with. As adults, we may feel dizzy playing on those things. This
incident indicates the identity change due to the biological and surrounding change.
Eisenberg used the term ‘surround’ to represent the sum of the total
environmental influence (Eisenberg, 2001). He manages surroundings into six groups:
spiritual, cultural, biological, economic, interpersonal, and societal. Individuals make
sense of the changing world while having influences from their surroundings. When
someone marries a Muslim, he/she has to change spiritual identity to Islam. When a
person enters into another cultural environment, his or her ethnic identity is salient to
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himself or herself. When a person wakes up into disability, his identity is shaken, and
so forth.
The Sense Making Process
The process of identity construction involves the sense making process, or the
process of giving meaning to things all around. Individuals need to make sense of the
surroundings. Eisenberg presents three sub-processes in making sense. The first sub
process is related to biological aspect. This aspect can be expressed as individual’s
expectation of the future, either near or far. As they cannot hear, deaf persons always
have questions whether other people are saying bad things about them. The sample of
swings and slides can also be used here. As our bodies are bigger than before, it is
make sense that we are not tend to play both swings and slides. Biological change also
changes people’s emotion. It reflects in identity formation as well. For example,
Arrington (2003) found emotional change in the study of survivors of prostate cancer.
Even though they survive the treatment, they are haunted by the risk of recurrence of
cancer.
The second sub process is the personal narrative of life story. Individuals edit
their life story according to the influence of their surroundings. In certain cultures, it
is taboo to talk about certain topics. A person may edit his or her story when telling it
in certain culture. Sometimes we have to screen the story of ourselves when the
intimate interpersonal relationship is playing its role.
The third sub process is the communication style. Person reveals their identity
in communication. Communication style is also affected by surround. Person can be
opened or defensive in this ever-changing world. In a rigid Thai family, remember
that culture is one of the elements of surround; children may not be allowed to free
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speech, whereas the American family, children are taught to be open and speak for
their own sakes.
Application of the New Theory
Eisenberg (2001) proposes this theory to be alternative channel for scholars to
see identity formation. He clearly presents the interrelation of the three sub processes.
In the biological sense, Eisenberg states that certain moods set out for certain
interpretations of a life story. Consequently, communication style is determined. To
be clear, someone who is feeling good about life is more likely to tell a positive story,
which leads to more open communication.
In a personal narrative sense, he said that it depends on personal preference of
certainty. As certainty limits freedom, a person who prefers sharp boundaries would
be content with the same old story. That person would tell the same story over and
over again as he or she is confident in his permanent identity. We may see some
examples in the stories told by conservative people. In contrast, new life stories are
meaningful for people because they lead to new patterns of relationships and enhance
moods. People with liberal minds would love to talk about possibility and are ready to
experience new things.
The third process Eisenberg (2001) addresses is the need for new
communication skills. As this changing world is filled with conflicts, he suggests that
violence and avoidance communication should be replaced with “strong and healthy
relationships that can tolerate productive disagreement” (p. 548). People should be
more open to the changing environment and try their best to deal with it. It is harder to
change other than oneself. Eisenberg concludes that the relation of surroundings and
processes of identity formation is only possible through communication.
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Eisenberg’s theory posits that people can have multiple identities as they are
connected to the environment. He encourages people to look at the bright side of
opportunity as it emerges in uncertainty. Thanks to the differences in this world,
individuals exist in an environment that is comprised of many different things. People
do not have to hold to what is imposed on them. People have freedom to choose their
own identity according to their relationship with their surrounding. This notion should
be applied to everybody, including deaf people. Deaf people should also have an
opportunity to be some person other than deaf. Unfortunately, Eisenberg’s idea is
new as it said. Deaf people have not been exposed to this alternative yet. Their
identity is still “labeled.”
Deaf Identity
The grand narrative constructs knowledge that leads the way people perceive
deafness in a society. Social knowledge tells abled people what the deaf people are,
and, at the same time, reaffirms to deaf people who they are. Communicating with
others is the way deaf people construct their identity. As deaf people have to live
among the deaf and hearing worlds, communication strategies they use should be
studied. Braithwaite (1990) analyzes cultural change from abled to disabled and found
that disabled persons exercise communication strategies in order to survive in the
majority world of abled people.
The incident of Christy Smith, the deaf contestant in the game show
“Survivor” who refused to use sign language as a means of communication in the
game, illustrates the fact that a deaf person living in the hearing world has to be
flexible and able to blend into the dominant culture. The struggle of deaf people in the
hearing world is a repetitive phenomenon that occurs to the deaf all over the world.
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In Thailand, Arthayukti (2002) found that one of the key elements for a deaf
person to achieve success is the effective communication environment. In his study,
he observed and interviewed the deaf manager of the leading drinking water factory in
northern Thailand. Some of the workers in the factory are deaf but most are hearing.
The manager uses written and simple body language with the hearing workers and
uses sign language with the deaf workers. To create a better understanding of
communicative environment, the deaf manager even offers a free informal weekend
class to teach sign language to the hearing workers who are interested in signing.
Kongklai (1995) studied communication problems of the deaf merchants in
daily life and found that in dealing with the hearing customers, deaf merchants
continue their business by adapting body language and gestures which are basic
human communication methods instead of using sign language known mostly by only
deaf people. These studies support that deaf people are trying to establish their
existence by managing the communication environment to be supportive of their
disability.
Like others, deaf identity can be formed by social influence. Without
interacting with the deaf person, we hardly recognize who is deaf. People who are
deaf suffer from a disappointed look when interacting with the normal for the first
time. Recently, the manager of a small jewelry factory showed an interest in hiring
disabled people. When she was introduced to the deaf workers, she first looked happy.
After a little interaction, she refused to hire them. She prefers mobility disabled who,
even though they have to use wheelchairs, can communicate in normal language.
From the social construction perspective, switching status from one to another
affects identity formation. Identity stands in a dialectical relationship between the
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individual and society and is form by the social process (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).
A person decided to reveal his or her identity according to his or her expectation of
others’ perception (Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1967; Wood, 2000). As deafness can be
considered hidden disability, deaf persons are always in dilemma of which identity
they should reveal in certain environment.
Bentley-Townlin (2003) studied the construction of hidden disability identity
(including deafness) and found that hidden disabled people have identity confusion
since they tend to be neither able-bodied nor disabled. As in Christy Smith’s case, she
is condemned by the Deaf community because she ignores deaf culture. But when
deaf people communicate, hearing people see them as a terribly strange creature as
Suwanarat (1994) mentioned, “some say that we behave like monkey” (p. 62).
Even though it is the fact that deaf and hearing people are living in the same
world, deaf people are in the stages of identity confusion, frustration, and depression
caused by prejudice against them. They do not know where exactly they belong, deaf
or hearing world. Which world sincerely accepts them as an equal member in the
society, deaf or hearing?
Carty (1994) illustrated how deaf people go through the process of identity
development. A deaf person relates him or herself with surroundings and develops the
following stages:
-

Confusion arises from the realization that one is not the same as everyone else
in the family.

-

Frustration, anger, and blame are the common emotional reactions to a lack of
acceptance or understanding by people.

-

Exploration will start looking for self-identity.
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-

Identification or rejection to and by certain groups will confirm self-identity.

-

Ambivalence occurs after experiencing negative aspects of a group.

-

Acceptance of self-identity occurs when the deaf have sufficient information
and experience to know who they are and where they belong.
From the above stages, a deaf person develops deaf identity through the

process of making sense out of interactions with surroundings.
There are some Western scholars who conducted researches on deaf identity
issue. Bat-Chava (2000) is interested in deaf identity. Using cluster analysis, BatChava found three identity traits in a sample of 267 deaf adults. They are cultural
hearing identity, an identity within hearing environment; cultural deaf identity, an
identity found among deaf culture; and bicultural identity, an identity of deaf person
who move back and forth between two worlds. This study found that deaf people have
different perceptions of themselves. They do not share a common view of themselves.
This phenomenon affects communication patterns. An individual who has a hearing
identity sees him/herself as a normal person who happens to be deaf and prefers to be
socialized with hearing people. Those who hold a deaf identity have a strong sense of
pride and consider themselves members of the deaf community (Maxwell-McCaw,
Leigh, & Marcus, 2000).
The most important factor in identity construction for the deaf is family
interaction (Overstreet, 1999). Overstreet conducted qualitative research and acquired
self-reports about family life and educational experiences from oral and ASL
(American Sign Language) deaf informants. The results showed that family
interaction leads deaf people to choose an identity. From the research, Overstreet
found that if a deaf child felt he/she was the same as hearing family members, the
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child constructed a hearing-centered identity. Conversely, if a deaf child felt different
from hearing family members, the child constructed a Deaf-centered identity, joined
the Deaf community, and communicated using sign language.
Stone and Sterling (1994) conducted interviews with deaf children and found
that deaf children of deaf parents expressed less confusion in their deaf identity than
deaf children of hearing parents. The children were also asked about their expectation
to become hearing people when they grew up. “I will stay the same”, answered the
child of deaf parents. “I have a friend who is hard of hearing, and we both will
become hearing when we grow up,” replied a profound deaf child of hearing parents.
In their investigation, Miller, Moores, and Sicoli (1999) found that the
majority of deaf college student respondents did not prefer hearing status for any
children they might have in the future. This finding supports the idea that family
interaction is the key formula in constructing deaf identity.
Many children with pre-lingual hearing loss have normal hearing parents. To
overcome communication difficulties, parents decide on the primary language for
their children (Eleweke and Rodda, 2000). Desselle and Pearlmutter (1997)
investigated the effect of parent communication patterns on their deaf children. They
found that parents whose sign language skills were more proficient had children with
higher scores of self-esteem than parents who use oral communication. Based on
these reviews, we can conclude that family interaction is the primary source of
identity. After deaf children identify themselves as members of either a deaf or
hearing group, language preference follows.
Deaf identity depends a lot on relationship with others. Atkin, Ahmad, and
Jones (2002) explored the negotiations about identity between South Asian young
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deaf people who live in the United Kingdom and their families. Communication takes
place as the medium of their negotiation. Kluwin, Stinson, and Colarossi (2002)
conducted meta-analysis and found 33 studies indicate that hearing students were
more socially mature than deaf students, deaf students were more likely interacted
with deaf classmates than hearing ones, deaf students are accepted among hearing
students.
Holte and Dinis (2001) explored the process of self-esteem enhancement in
deaf and hearing women and found that language and communication is crucial in
self-esteem enhancement of the deaf. Happ and Altmaier (1982) discussed the issue of
counseling the hearing impaired. They emphasis that it is an important issue because
counselors have so much influence in client’s decision making, especially in identity
matter. Many adolescents who are in the stage of confusion usually go to counselors.
The discourse of counseling is directly and powerfully related to the social
construction of self. Whatever they talk in counseling sessions would effect client’s
thoughts, and transform into behaviors (Russell, 1999).
After the elaboration of deaf identity, we can see that deaf people are having a
hard time establishing their identity in the society. Their experiences of struggling
through all those years of life are worth to be studied. As Burke (2003) said, an
identity is contained in the meaning of ‘who one is’ and the meaning is always a part
of general culture. In Thailand, most deaf people use sign language which rarely
translates into written record, the stories of living a deaf life is scarce. Therefore, this
proposed research has solicited stories of deaf Thai and analyzed the findings to see
‘how’ deaf Thai live their lives, ‘how’ deaf Thai establish their identity in the normal
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world. The purpose of doing this is to promote deep understanding towards deaf
people in Thailand to both normal and the deaf themselves.
The rest of this chapter is the discussion on the narrative analysis, the strategy
I had chosen in conducting this research. Narratives are stories that reflect the teller’s
experience. Therefore, it is justified to be the method of exploring life experience of
deaf Thai.
Narrative Inquiry
According to John Locke (in Martin and Barresi, 2003), personal identity
depends on the presence of a psychological relationship (i.e. remembering) that binds
together earlier and later stages of a person. Other people’s remembering can be
observed indirectly by listening to their stories. People tell a story in which they and
others are characters who in turn are also characters in the stories of others (Smeyers
and Verhesschen, 2001). Moreover, Capps and Ochs (1995) commented that, “By
journeying through their own narratives, persons may come closer to understanding
and changing how they represent themselves in the world both linguistically and
psychologically” (p.435). As life is a continuous narrative and stories are woven
together, therefore, one can understand the orientation of life by analyzing the stories
(Oliver, 1998).
However, there are controversial debates about the truth represented by
narrative inquiry. Fisher (1984) argued that any story can be justified as good reason
as he introduced the narrative paradigm.
Narrative Paradigm
According to Fisher (1984) humans are storytellers. Every communication act
can be counted as storytelling. Storytelling is an ongoing process. It is as natural to
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human as breathing (Wood, 2000). If someone tries to compare the storytelling to the
reasoned discussions or arguments, one may find difficulty to accept the notion of
Fisher’s narrative paradigm. Fisher does not agree that human communication should
be framed within the rational world paradigm, therefore, Fisher made clear that his
proposed narrative paradigm is the alternative way to consider reasoned arguments. In
the rational world, Fisher noticed that the reason in any argument is justified by social
norm, or expert. This is ironic to the paradigm itself. As I present at the beginning of
this paper, the norm is just the majority of perspective, it depends on persuasive skill
of the leader. It is not exactly justified reason. Moreover, to rely on an expert’s
opinion is to rely on one personal reason. It is, again, not a valid reason at all.
The Basic Idea
We do not have to worry that what we say is reasonable or not. Through the
narrative lens, every story is counted reasoned, as it depends on moral judgment of the
storyteller. The basic idea of the narrative paradigm is that all people live their lives as
drama. Fisher mentioned, “Narrative perspective does have critical connection with
dramatism.” (p.2) The word “story” is associated with some kind of novel, play,
movie, or television drama. When we tell any story, there are elements of Burke’s
pentad; purpose, agent, scene, act, and agency. As we can see from any show on TV,
for example, ‘Survivor’, the purpose of the show is to reveal strategies people use to
survive. All contestants are agents. The Brazilian jungle is the scene. Activities and
games during the show are act. And the nature of the primetime television show is the
agency. Every story involves in dramatism characteristic. Since human life is a drama,
every act we play tells story.
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Fisher links the narrative to “fantasy theme”. Fantasy theme is the imaginative
interpretation. As a personal fantasy becomes a group story, it has more persuasive
power. For example, prostate cancer survivors noted that by sharing experience in the
Man-to-Man support group, they feel better emotionally (Arrington, in press-a).
Therefore, with the justified reason in fantasy theme, personal narrative can be
counted valuable. However, any narrative should meet the presuppositions of the
paradigm.
Presuppositions
To quote Fisher (1984), the narrative paradigm is constructed by five
presuppositions; “(1) human are storytellers; (2) the paradigmatic mode of human
decision making and communication is good reason which varies in form among
communication situations, genre, and media; (3) the production and practice of good
reason is ruled by matters of history, biography, culture, and character along with the
kind of forces identified in language act; (4) rationality is determined by narrative
probability and narrative fidelity; and (5) the world is a set of stories which must be
chosen among to live the good life in a process of continual recreation” (p. 7-8).
Considering these presuppositions, we may find that narrative paradigm is the
best way to study human life story. This is because narrative paradigm is open for
each and every kind of story to be reasoned. Human narrative is natural and no need
for any practice. It is the truth in itself. Researchers could find the truth from any story
that has been told. Nevertheless, the notion of rationality is significant to the narrative
paradigm.
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Rationality
In Western culture, rationality is considered extremely important (Wood,
2000). It reminds me the rule of reason in the grand narrative. It is accepted in every
society that good person speaks with reason. As it is the grand paradigm, everybody
in the world is taught to evaluate the story’s worthiness by judging how much
evidence is presented. We can easily notice this claim from law systems. Either
common law or civil law bound to the evidence. Lawyers are among the largest profit
makers in society. They make money by arguing with their own constructed reasons.
In order to be protected from the accusation of being so vague, Fisher (1985)
re-presents the criteria for judging reasons in any story. Story should meet two criteria
of narrative rationality, which are ‘narrative probability’ and ‘narrative fidelity’.
Narrative probability is the concern of whether or not the story hangs together
and free from contradiction. Narrative fidelity is the concern of “truth quality” of the
story. For example, if we tell a lie, it is easy to be inconsistent. After a while, our lie
will be revealed as it shows impossibility. The story that does not meet these two
criteria is not reasoned. The case of President Clinton and Monica Lewinsky may be
an example of the story that did not meet narrative fidelity. The story told by both of
them was different. It depends on the audience to judge. Audience had to use
rationality criteria to evaluate the stories whether to believe President Clinton or
Lewinsky. Each of the audience could come out with different idea since they looked
at the story from different perspective. As an international student, this story was just
one of international news on TV. As an American, this story influenced their trust in
the Democrat. They had to make choice upon this story.
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Fisher presents four significant features of the narrative paradigm. (1)The
narrative paradigm is a ground of resolving the dualism. There can be neither good
nor bad. Everything can have its own value. (2) Narrative paradigm is moral construct
since it came from individual’s moral value. (3) Narrative paradigm is consonant with
notion of reason. The storytelling is in itself justifying reason. Story has starting point,
turning point and ending point. (4) Because public argument is unreasonable in the
rational world paradigm, as it always depends on the opinion of some group of
people, (i.e. experts), narrative paradigm offers the way to resolve problems of public
argument by values each and every argument.
Any story can be a story of good reason. The most important is that we should
not block the possibility of any story from being told. Narrative is the most suitable
way to explore the truth in human mind. It is the closest way to others’ reality that a
researcher can reach for. The type of question that narrative research would best
answer is the question about how story a can reveal the worldview of the storyteller.
How can the story be interpreted so that to provide an understanding of the life that
created the story? The main focus of the narrative method is to analyze the story that
is told (Patton, 2002).
Narrative and Identity
As identity is a state of mind and abstract, there is no proper way to quantify
identity. Researchers who want to study identity issue have to analyze the issue from
stories. People give meaning to their lives through the stories they tell, therefore, it is
appropriate to study a person’s identity through narrative. Van Der Molen (2000)
studied themes from six cancer narrative and found the theme of self-identity as the
most reoccurrence. Even though the respondents were using the term ‘information’
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when explaining their needs in their lives, the researcher analyzed that all information
they needed was used to “readjust their identity in several circumstances” (p.51).
Anderson and Martin (2003) used narrative analysis to study survivor identities over
the course of life-threatening illness. The stories of prostate cancer survivors reveal
attitude toward their own identity that they do not want to be perceived as an artificial
men (Arrington, in press - b). The stories told by chronically ill men uncover their
shaky identity status (Charmaz, 1994). Vanderford, Jenks, and Sharf (1997) explored
patients’ experience through the analysis of self report and found that narrative
reveals patients’ understanding of their own illness and their role as a decision maker.
In analyzing the discourse of agoraphobia, Capps and Ochs (1995) found that once the
person is labeled by herself and others as “agoraphobic,” she is capable to trigger
panic ‘unaccountably’ rather than in connection with earlier distress (p. 427).
Other than health issue, narrative analysis is also used in revealing identity of
all kind of people that researchers interested in studying their lives. Corey (1996)
conducted study of young men in prison. After analyzing in-mates stories, the
researcher found that the stories uncover the identity of ‘homeboy’, not ‘criminal’.
Through conversation analysis, Georgakopoulou (2002) could illuminate the concept
of identity management. Researcher even found expected identities embedded in the
conversation. As Capps and Ochs (1995) suggested that talking about oneself may
leads to more self understanding and change the way of self representation. The study
of Schely-Newman (1997) reaffirm this notion since the researcher discover that
immigrant people can use locale narrative to cope and established their identity.
Schrauf (2000) points out that narrator may tell stories in which they re-position
themselves in order to repair the sense of lose.
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Concept of Storytelling of the Deaf in Thailand
The issue of deafness in Thailand has been emphasized on the pathology
aspect. There are a few studies dealing with the life experience of the deaf people,
especially the storytelling of deaf Thai. However, I have seen the classroom activities
in some deaf schools, telling story is the main task for all deaf students. Moreover,
telling story by the deaf contestants has been the major contest in the annual
celebration of Disability Day.
Prof. Dr. Poonpit Amatyakul M.D., the prominent pioneer scholar in
communication disorder in Thailand and the founder of Ratchasuda College (for
disability), has suggested (personal communication, October 9, 2003) that the
storytelling is crucial for the life of the deaf people. When telling story, a deaf person
is mastering his or her wisdom. The more a deaf person tells stories, the more that
person knows the meaning of life. The self-perception of a deaf individual is reflected
in the story that individual tells. Dr. Poonpit illustrated his suggestion as shown in
Figure 2.2
A deaf person may tell either the story of oneself or of others; it reflects what
is in the mind of the teller. Telling the story of oneself, the deaf teller has to go
through the process of thinking inward and selecting a part of his or her life to be
disclosed. The deaf people seldom exercise this kind of thinking in daily life. This
process also masters the efficiency of the brain function. In telling one own story, the
deaf teller would also recall the life experience that made pride to him or her. It would
make the deaf life more precious.
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Figure 2.2 : Amatyakul’s chart of the storytelling of the deaf people in Thai society
which reflect self-perception of the teller.

Storytelling of the Deaf
in Thai Society

Telling the Story of Oneself

Telling the Story of Others

Reflex the inner thoughts

Reflex the bright side of a teller

Reflex the self-protection
and self-actualization

Reflex the dark side of a teller

Reflex the pride in telling ability

Telling the stories of others shows the teller’s ability in both positive and
negative aspects. Positive side of telling story of others is that the teller has acquired a
lot of information and be able to manage and evaluate information to be told. The
negative side may be seen if the teller expresses negative attitude toward others and
which is considered rude in Thai society.
All of the studies and concept mentioned above prove the significant role of
narrative in identity issues. It is fascinated that telling story could reveal the inner self
of the storyteller. Deaf people in Thailand tell stories to others in sign language and
have no recorded archives. The story of the deaf had been forgotten eventually. This
study is one of the first recorded archives of the life stories of deaf people in Thailand.
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Conclusion of the Chapter
This chapter has presented the theories and concepts including some previous
researches related to identity, deafness, and narrative. All theories and concepts have
been discussed in order to provide a common ground between the researcher and the
reader. Identity is defined as a certain state of individual’s mind when dealing with
the uncertainties all around. Deaf people are standing on the uncertain ground
because, in the majority hearing world that the deaf people live in, there are many
definitions for deafness and also may different attitudes toward being deaf. The theory
of communication and identity has been high-lighted to be the theory that open to the
uncertainty and assured that identity can be built upon uncertainty. Narrative
paradigm, therefore, comes in to help justify the reason of life story of deaf people.
Several supportive concepts and researches are also presented.
After reviewing literature, the next chapter will elaborate the methods used in
this research. In order to find out how deaf people establish their identity on the
uncertain ground, the researcher employed the qualitative in-depth interview to gather
the life stories of the deaf participants all over the country.

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

To marginalized people, autobiography may be the most accessible of literary
genre … yet there are serious obstacles in the way of realizing the counter
hegemonic potential of the disability memoir. Obstacles can be found at three
distinct junctures: having a life, writing a life, and publishing a life.
(Thomas Couser, 2001: p. 78)
What Couser said supports my intention to explore and write about the life of
deaf people in Thailand. To narrate someone’s life accurately, a researcher has to
deeply understand the circumstances and surroundings of the subject person. This
research is a study conducted in a natural setting to understand what and how things
are going on in reality that effect deaf identity. With the questioned words such ‘what’
and ‘how’, the answers can be best provided by qualitative research methodology.
General Research Perspective
In order to assess the quality of a qualitative research, Merriam (2002)
suggested the readers look for the consistency of the problem, methods, findings, and
discussion. For this research, the researcher has seen inequality between the deaf
people and the hearing people in Thailand in terms of their social access. The
literature shows that deaf people in the western world have been fighting for equal
rights while there is no record of such strong determination of deaf people in
Thailand. The researcher, therefore, wanted to understand how deaf people in
Thailand perceive their own identity. This chapter provides the detailed information
about the qualitative method used to find out what the researcher wanted to know.
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Qualitative methodology is the way of studying issues in depth and in details;
therefore, the qualitative methodology for this study is the way to study the deaf life
in depth and in details. Qualitative methods are best suited for research intended to
provide an understanding of processes occurring within particular contexts and of the
beliefs and perceptions of the participants involved in the processes being studied.
Accordingly, this research has the objective of understanding the process of identity
construction of the deaf people in the context of Thailand. Qualitative researchers
should go into the field and collect the information they need through qualitative
methods. This study has proposed the research method which was taken to conduct
the pilot study and has encountered many problems as will be seen in the following
section.
The Pilot Study
This study is one of the pioneer studies concerning the life of deaf people in a
Thai setting. A pilot study was needed in order to assist in testing the feasibility of the
proposed study design. This pilot study helped the researcher to determine whether
the whole process would work out properly. The result showed some difficulties in
the process which will be elaborated in the following detailed descriptions.
Gaining Entry and Selecting Participants
Schensul, Schensul, and Le Compte (1999) described entry as the process of
“developing presence and relationships in the designated research setting that made it
possible for the researcher to collect data” (p. 69). Le Compte and Preissle (1993)
have suggested that initiating contact requires the researcher to locate a gatekeeper
within the culture, informally and in person. The entry for this research has been done
through both formal and informal processes.
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The researcher contacted the staff of the National Association of the Deaf in
Thailand (NADT) in person, asking for the list of deaf people who registered as
members of NADT. They asked for the formal letter in order to process the
researcher’s inquiry (Appendix A). The researcher got the list of almost 500 deaf
members in all four regions of the country. Unfortunately, the list showed only 18
persons from the 500 who met the criteria of this study, which are the age and the
education level. The NADT suggested that there are regional member clubs which
might have known more deaf people in the area. The regional member clubs are
situated in Chiang Mai, Nakon Panom, Song Khla, and Bangkok.
Chiang Mai and Nakhon Panom were purposively selected as the pilot sites.
The reason was that the researcher wanted to know whether the differences of
knowing the two places before would affect the process of the interviews. The
researcher is familiar with Chiang Mai but had never been to Nakhon Panom. The
result of comparing the two research sites showed no effects on the process of the
interviews. The interview site could be anywhere that can be reached by a car.
Building Rapport
Schensul, et al. (1999) noted that the researcher must establish a trusting
relationship with participants. They suggested that the rapport is achieved through the
researcher’s connection. For this study, the researcher contacted the sign language
interpreters of the regional clubs in Chiang Mai and Nakhon Panom in order to have
them as the research contact persons. Glesne (1999) mentioned the importance of a
lay summary--verbal or written introduction of the research and researcher to the
participant--that “helps prepare participants to take part in the interview the most
effectively. The lay summary reached the participants a week before the pilot sessions
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began (Appendix B). This rapport is also dependent on the researcher’s ability to put
people at ease, maintain confidentiality, and how quickly she is able to learn the
customs (Schensul, et al., 1999). Concerning what Schensul, et al. said, the researcher
attended a Thai sign language course for basic conversation provided by the NADT
prior to the field research. The researcher also practiced using sign language with her
deaf brother as much as possible. Even though the researcher could not sign
effectively, she had the confidence that she could understand what the participants
would sign.
The researcher went to conduct the pilot study in Chiang Mai and Nakhon
Panom using her own car which turned out to be the most suitable way to go from one
research site to another. In Chiang Mai, the sign language interpreter had made the
appointments with Mr. Prasert and Mr. Buncha, deaf persons who were willing to
cooperate with this study. In Nakhon Panom, the researcher met with Mr. Wittaya at
the office of the member club. The researcher drove to Chiang Mai a day before the
interview. Miss Yui, the sign language interpreter of the Northern Deaf Member Club
came to meet the researcher at the hotel on the next day with Mr. Prasert. Miss Yui
acted as the sign language interpreter for both with Prasert and Buncha. We did the
first pilot interview with Prasert in a quiet corner of the hotel. Prasert said that there
was no suitable place to interview him at his house. With Buncha, we went to his
house which was far away from the city of Chiang Mai. Buncha lives in the small
mountainous village in the Chiang Dao district. The small car could not reach there,
so we rented a local car with a skillful driver to take us to Buncha’s place.
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The Proposed Interview Method
We have tried to interview the participants with the research design proposed
in the first place, the Biographic Narrative Interview Method (BNIM) suggested by
Wengraf (2001). The BNIM is a particular narrative interview starting from a single
initial question in the first sub-session. The interviewee’s primary response will be
determined by a single question asked for narrative in the first sub-session. The
interviewer will not intervene by asking any follow-ups, nor by developing or
specifying directions in any way. All curiosities must be held until it’s time in the
second sub-session. The initial narration continues until the interviewee indicates
clearly that he or she has no more to say. At least a 15-minute break should be
provided for the interviewer to review the notes and prepare for the second subsession.
Wengraf suggests that the second sub-session should be on the same day with
the first. It is wise to make the two sub-sessions appear to be one for the interviewee.
This is because the interviewee would have the sense of continuing in telling the
story. The second sub-session has a unique objective to ask for more elaboration of
the initial story. This session will focus only on the topics raised in the first narrative.
This second sub-session helps the interviewee to have a clearer direction to talk about.
More importantly, their directions follow their own initial ideas. When this sequence
of the two sub-sessions has been completed, the interview is over with the particular
interviewee.
The BNIM sounded perfect for narrative interview; however, it did not work
well for this particular study. It is the nature of the deaf people that they are
suspicious. As they cannot hear what the hearing people say, the deaf people do not
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trust strangers. The participants in this study mostly hesitated to talk about themselves
in the first place. The first sub-session was very difficult. The process was started by
the sign language interpreter greeting the participant and telling the participant that
there would be the question and the participant is supposed to answer the question by
telling his/her story. Prasert seemed to understand what we expected from him.
However, to the first question, Prasert introduced himself and smiled. We encouraged
Prasert to tell the story by asking him the open-ended question such as, “anything to
add?” but Prasert could not think about the answer. He even asked the researcher to
ask more questions. The researcher, therefore, asked probing questions of each
interested area through the interpreter. Prasert answered all the questions well.
The researcher tried to use the BNIM again with different participants and the
similar problems occurred with all three participants in the pilot study. Wengraf’s
BNIM assumptions were violated; therefore, the researchers had to change the way to
get the story from the participants. The less structured interview was also suitable for
eliciting life story (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997; Patton, 2002; Riessman, 1993;
Wengraf, 2001). The actual research, therefore, has used the semi-structured interview
process.
Technical Difficulties
This study had to use a videotape recording device to record the sign language
interviews. The researcher used two video cameras on this study. The first one was an
analog video camera which had batteries problem during the pilot interview session at
Nakhon Panom. In that moment, the researcher let the interview session go on without
the interruption of the broken camera. The researcher tried to note everything down
on the notebook. Unfortunately, the deaf participant was interrupted by the movement
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of the researcher. The researcher has learned that it is very important to keep eye
contact with the deaf participant during the interview. To divert eye contact to
something else beyond the hands signed or the facial expression of the deaf
participant made the participant pause his/her narration and wait until everything was
ready for him/her to continue the narration. Therefore, the whole session was
terminated and the researcher had to buy the new video camera immediately in order
to be able to interview the next participant.
This pilot study has faced another difficulty with the positions of persons and
camera. The camera was placed to see the participant in full frame. The sign language
interpreter sat beside the camera and the researcher observed at the back of the
camera. This position of camera and participant and interpreter caused big trouble
later in the transcription process. As the interpreter was not in the frame, it was hard
to know exactly what she asked (see Figure 3.1).
Another problem concerning the position of the interpreter was that the
interpreter did not do the simultaneous interpretation. She did the consecutive
interpretation, the way that the speaker pauses the talking consecutively in order to let
the interpreter translate what the speaker said into another language, and the camera
hardly recorded her voice. The researcher tried to solve the problem by using a
microphone clipped on the interpreter’s shirt. The voice was heard better than before;
however, the problem with the interpretation still occurred.
Consecutive interpretation made several pauses in the interview. The
interpreter was supposed to represent the researcher. The researcher and participant
should be having an informal conversation, as Pool said, “… the narrative interview is
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like interpersonal drama with a developing plot” (cited in Holstein & Gubrium, 1997,
p. 118) The unnecessary pauses were not proper in the interview with the participant.
The interpreter was another difficulty in the pilot study. The proposed research
design was to use local interpreters as they would know the participants. The result
from the pilot study showed that the local interpreters did not have enough
competencies in signing. Most of them were volunteers who knew just how to use
sign language in order to communicate with the deaf people in basic conversations.
Figure 3.1 : Positions of persons and camera in pilot study
Participant

Sign
language
Interpreter

Camera
Researcher

The interpreters in this pilot study could not perform simultaneous
interpretation and the proposed design had to be changed on the matter of the
interpreter. The problems were solved in the actual research.
Fortunately, Ratchasuda College, which provides a bachelor’s degree in deaf
studies majoring in sign language interpretation, produced the first batch of graduates
in March 2004. In the actual research, the researcher hired one of the graduates from
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this first batch. Even though the new graduate who was hired for the study could not
perform an excellent simultaneous interpretation, he could sign fluently. The research
design had to be changed to fit the available choice.
In the actual research, the interpreter was briefed by the researcher thoroughly
as to what was expected from the interview. The interpreter performed the whole
interview with sign language. The researcher observed the interview and was ready
for jumping in if necessary.
Conclusion of the Pilot Study
Interviewing three deaf participants in the pilot study provided useful
information for the researcher to adjust the design of the actual field research. To gain
the access to the deaf participants, the regional deaf member clubs were the true
gatekeeper of deaf communities. The local sign language interpreters were very
helpful as the research contact persons. The lay summary did not work well because
the deaf participants did not pay attention to the content of the summary. The
researcher had to brief the whole process again at the site. The deaf participant did not
tell any story to the first question which violated a Biographical Narrative Interview
Method (BNIM) suggested by Wengraf (2001). Having only the participant in the
frame caused the transcription problem since we would not see what the interpreter
really signed to ask the participant. Consecutive interpretation was also improper for
the narrative interview with the deaf because it produced unnecessary pauses.
From the result of the pilot study, the researcher had changed the interview
method from BNIM to the semi-structured in-depth interview. Only one certified sign
language interpreter was hired to conduct all interviews as well as to transcribe the
interviews from videotapes to the Thai written language in order to keep consistency

64
throughout the interview data. The position of a deaf participant and the interpreter in
the frame had to be changed. Lastly, the researcher prepared to bring two video
cameras to every interview session, just in case there were problems with one of the
machines. The actual field research will be explained in the following section.
The Actual Research
Research Context
The term context is used here to identify the place and time of the study. After
taking the pilot study in Chiang Mai in December 2003 and in Nakhon Panom in
January 2004, the researcher had to wait for the sign language interpreter, who
eventually graduated in March 2004. The actual field trip started in April and the last
interview was conducted in the first week of June 2004.
This is the study of the deaf people in Thailand; therefore, research sites were
spread out to the four regions of the country: north, northeast, central, and south. I
drove to each site where the interviews took place. In the north, the interviews took
place in three provinces which were Chiang Mai, Tak, and Pitsanulok. In the
northeast, there were interview sessions in the provinces of Nakon Ratchasima, Roiet, Surin, and Nakon Panom. Three provinces in the south were also research sites,
Song Khla, Nakon Sritammarat, and Yala. The provinces in the central part of
Thailand which were research sites are Ayuthaya, Nakon Pathom, and Bangkok.
Details on each site will be given in the chapter four.
What should be clarified here in terms of the research site is the surrounding
of the interview. Even though this study had interviewed many participants in many
places, it had one thing in common. That is, all interviews were conducted in the
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control surroundings. In each interview, there were three persons involved: the
participant, the sign language interpreter, and the researcher (see Figure 3.2).
The participant and the interpreter were seated facing each other with a little profile
turned to the camera so that the camera could have both of them in the same frame.
The researcher was behind the camera but close enough for the interpreter to hear if
there was anything to be changed or added during the interview.
Figure 3.2 : Positions of persons and camera in the interview session
Sign
Language
Interpreter

Deaf
Participant

Video
Camera
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According to Balch and Mertens (1999), body language is very important in
doing an interview with the deaf. Tables should not be used as it will be an obstacle
for reading the body language of the participants. In every interview session, nothing
was placed between the interpreter and the participant to make it clear for both of
them to communicate in sign language as well as body language.
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One advantage of interviewing a deaf participant was that we did not have to
find a quiet place to conduct an interview. The place could be in a private room or on
an open-air terrace. Only visual distractions needed to be avoided.
The Deaf Participants
Deaf people live in every part of Thailand. From the statistics of registered
persons with disabilities up to November 2004, the total of 57,665 deaf population of
Thailand is composed of 31,264 males and 26,401 females. They live in all four
regions of Thailand: 12,421 persons in the north, 19,484 persons in the northeast,
11,712 in the central area, and 8,649 in the south. In Bangkok, there are 5,399
registered deaf persons (Office of Empowerment for Persons with Disabilities, 2004).
This study interviewed 34 deaf persons, 22 males and 12 females. The deaf
participants were both purposefully and accidentally selected. To be purposefully
selected, the participant had to meet two criteria; the age must be 30 years old or older
and the level of education must be grade 9 or higher. This study avoided having the
vague sense of self which is mostly found in an individual who has not yet past his or
her adolescent years. According to Erikson (1968), an individual will fully develop
physiological growth, mental maturation, and social responsibility when he or she has
passed the identity crisis in adolescence. The adolescents are sometimes morbidly,
often curiously, preoccupied with what they appear to be in the eyes of others and
compared with what they feel they are. Therefore, this study set the age criterion at 30
years old or older so that the participants would have been through any identity crisis.
In addition, all participants must have finished at least the lower secondary
level of education, or grade 9 of the U.S. educational system. This criterion was set in
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order to be sure that the participants would have learned some standard Thai sign
language from the deaf school. It was very important to use the standard language in
this study. Deaf people have their own version of sign language which varies from
community to community. The demographic data has been grouped in tables as
shown in Appendix C.
All participants are the children of hearing parents and those participants who
have children, have hearing ones. The following section provides a summary of each
participant.
Participants in the North
Mr. Prasert (Chiang Mai/pilot study)
Prasert is 36 years old. He works at the northern deaf club in member services.
Prasert lives with his father and mother in Chiang Mai. His parents own an apartment
building for rent and it will become Prasert’s property in the future. Prasert seems to
be happy with his life at present.
Prasert is deaf because his mother got rubella. He attended a deaf school and
finished Mattayom 3. He went on to a vocational school for one year and quit because
hearing students stole his drawing stuff. Prasert started to work at the local newspaper
as a printing worker. He tried to learn more on his job and asked the boss for a more
advanced job to do. He always wanted to be treated equal to the hearing colleagues.
Prasert had a hearing girlfriend and broke up because of the communication barrier.
Prasert is proud to sign. He likes explaining things to other deaf people. Prasert was
selected to be on the leadership committee of the Northern Deaf Club. He quit the
newspaper job and works at the club.
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Mr. Buncha (Chiang Mai/ pilot study)
Buncha is 36 years old. He is married to a deaf woman and has two sons.
Buncha opened a small game room at his house. He also has comic books for rent.
His life is steady now. Buncha told a story of his teenage years.
Buncha became deaf after he had a very high fever. He had to go to the deaf
school and use sign language. After he finished Mattayom 3, Buncha and another deaf
friend went on to a vocational school. After the first year, his friend quit school.
Buncha was the only deaf student in the school. Buncha had a lot of hearing friends.
He followed hearing friends to do bad things.
Mr. Supa-art (Chiang Mai)
He is 52. Supa-art works at a drinking water factory in Chiang Mai. He is
happy with his deaf life. He prefers to be deaf as he cannot understand spoken
language.
Supa-art told us that he was hit by a lightening strike and became deaf at the
age of nine. He went to a deaf school and learned sign language from deaf friends.
The deaf school did not encourage deaf students to sign. Supa-art didn’t understand
spoken language; therefore, to sign with deaf friends was the only way out that kept
him lively at school.
Mr. Panom (Chiang Mai)
Panom is 36 years old. He lives in Lampoon and works in Chiang Mai. Panom
finished Mattayom 3 from the deaf school at Tak province. He works at the Northern
Deaf Member Club. Panom is in charge of member services. He told us that he is
satisfied with working at the club, where he can use sign language and deal with deaf
issues. Panom wants to help deaf communities in every way he can.
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Panom perceived depression of being deaf in his youth/ along his lifetime. It
gave him strong determination in helping other deaf people. Ratchasuda College took
part in educating Panom and made him more confident to be deaf.
Mrs. Malai (Chiang Mai)
Malai is 43 years old. She was born in Payao and went to a deaf school at Tak.
Malai was not attached to the deaf school much. She just went to school as her parents
wanted her to do. Sign language helped Malai to survive in a society at school. Malai
married a deaf man and has one hearing daughter. Her daughter is embarrassed to
have a deaf mother. Malai likes going to the mountain or the waterfall. She likes to be
quiet.
Mrs. Ladda (Chiang Mai)
Ladda is 37 years old. She works as a janitor at the center of special education
region 10 in Chaing Mai. Ladda does not like being deaf. She has a strong feeling
against her deafness. Her interaction with her family does not go well. Ladda married
a deaf man and has a hearing son.
School experience did not give any good attitude for Ladda being deaf. Ladda
finished her deaf school in Chaing Mai. Sing language is a relief for the students at
deaf school, but it was prohibited. At work, Ladda feels that she is taken advantage of
by the hearing colleagues. Ladda is depressed and wants to hear.
Mr. Wirat (Tak)
Wirat is 36 years old. He lives with his little sister who rarely talks to him.
Wirat finished Mattayom 3 from a deaf school in Tak and has stayed home ever since.
Wirat makes his living by helping his neighbors do this and that for little money.
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Wirat’s life is so simple. He wakes up late and rides a bicycle to his neighbor.
If there is nothing to do, Wirat just hangs around in the neighborhood. He likes to be
where he is accepted.
Mr. Nipon (Tak)
Nipon is 43. He seems to have a happy life as everyone in his surroundings
accepts him. Nipon works as a ranger of the national park. He likes his job very much.
His little brother is his chief. The two brothers work together so well.
Nipon become deaf because of rabies injections. His family tried to keep his
spoken language but it was impossible because Nipon could not hear his own voice.
Nipon reads lips and writes to communicate with other hearing people. The parents
took Nipon to a deaf school in Bangkok. He was afraid of sign language at first, but
he adjusted to the new place quite well. Nipon’s older sister can sign and teaches in a
deaf school. Nipon loves this sister the most because he can share everything with her
without a communication barrier.
Mrs. Chonrudee (Tak)
Chonrudee is 40. She lives with her parents and her daughter. Chonrudee
works as a maid in several houses in the area.
Chonrudee was accidentally deaf at a very young age. She attended a deaf
school at Tak. Interaction within the family does not go smoothly. At home, her
parents always yell at her and make her do hard work. The parents do not allow
Chonrudee to talk to anybody. That made Chonrudee have no close friends. She met a
hearing man and has a daughter. The man left. She loves her daughter so dearly.
Chonrudee is so proud that she has saved up some money for her daughter. However,
Chonrudee’s parents are in charge of their granddaughter’s fortune.
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Mr. Poramin (Pitsanulok)
At 50 years of age, Poramin is famous when the newspaper interviewed him
about the success of his small restaurant in Pitsanulok. Poramin runs this restaurant by
himself after his parents passed away. As the owner is deaf, this small restaurant is
well known to the people in the area.
Poramin became deaf when he fell off a horse when he was 12. He had to
move to a deaf school where his spoken language gradually disappeared. He does not
like being deaf. He blames deaf people for being panicked by everything. However,
Poramin was selected to be the president of Pitsanulok Deaf Club. His wife died with
a baby in the womb seven years ago. He lives by himself.
Miss Kanokwan (Pitsanulok)
Kanokwan is 30 years old. She sells flowers and souvenirs at night. She shares
an apartment with other three deaf friends. Kanokwan has been through some
experiences that made her tough.
Kanokwan was pronounced deaf at the age of seven when her mother took her
to a hearing test at the hospital. Kanokwan had to go to a deaf school. She was afraid
of students fighting. Kanokwan dropped out from the deaf school for seven years. She
re-entered pratom 1 at the age of 16. Kanokwan finished Mattayom 3 and quit school
again. Her mother was beaten up by her aunt. Kanokwan came home in order to look
after her mother and a step-brother. After the mother passed away, her brother entered
the temple and now he is a Buddhist monk.

72
Participants from the Northeast
Mr. Wittaya (Nakon Panom/pilot study)
Wittaya is 31. He has three deaf brothers and sisters in the family. He is the
only deaf family member who went to school. After he finished Mattayom 3, Wittaya
applied for a job at NADT and failed. He turned to selling t-shirts at Sukumvit Street
in Bangkok for three years.
Wittaya is now working with the Northeastern Deaf Association. He is in
charge of member services. He moved back to Nakon Panom in order to be close to
his family.
Mr. Chanachai (Nakon Ratchasima)
Chanachai is 36 years old. He works at the Korat Deaf Club. Chanachai turned
deaf at a very young age without knowing the cause. Chanachai finished Mattayom 3
from a deaf school. He worked as a horse keeper and became a jockey in a horse race.
Chanachai’s childhood was not pleasant. His father always had a bad temper
and hit Chanachai very often. He hardly understood what the family wanted to tell
him. He liked being alone and working things out by himself. Chanachai married and
his wife left him. He told us that he was a playboy and his wife did not like it.
Mr. Anuwat (Nakon Ratchasima)
At 36 years of age, Anuwat is the president of a Korat Deaf Club. Before this,
Anuwat worked in a water drilling team. He moved around the country to drill the
ground-water. He does not want to travel anymore.
Anuwat fell out of a tree when he was 4. He went to hearing school but he did
not understand and could not communicate with others. His father took him to a deaf
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school. Anuwat finished Mattayom 3 and got out to work. He told us that he had six
girlfriends and all broke up because of the communication problems.
Anuwat focused on his deaf club when he talked with us. He talked about how
to get money and how to make souvenirs.
Miss Nopamas (Nakon Ratchasima)
Nopamas is 30 years old. She is a member of Korat Deaf Club. She makes
souvenirs and sells them to the department store.
Nopamas was born deaf. After having communication problem with hearing
students in hearing school, Nopamas’s parents took her to a deaf school. She finished
Mattayom 3 and stayed home. The mother was very worried about Nopamas. She did
not allow Nopamas to go out anywhere alone. She did not support Nopamas’s desire
for further education. She did not like sign language. Nopamas had a quarrel with her
parents and left to Malaysia for two years. She came back and stayed with her mother
for a while. The letter from the Korat Deaf Club asked Nopamas to join the club. She
went to Korat. Nopamas’s story focuses on her mother’s negative attitude towards her
deafness and sign language.
Mr. Chaiwat (Surin)
Chaiwat, at 49, is a Red Cross staff member. He is the only deaf staff at the
Red Cross. Chaiwat is proud of his job. Prior to this job, Chaiwat raised pigs and
cows for sale. He quit raising those animals because they produced bad smell in the
neighborhood which became more crowded.
Chaiwat got a high fever and became deaf when he was seven months old. He
went to a deaf school and finished Mattayom 3. Chaiwat goes to the temple and
makes merit quite often. Chaiwat prays for not being deaf in his next life. Chaiwat can
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support himself with the salary from the Red Cross. He even teaches sign language to
other deaf people on weekends at his house.
Miss Busara (Surin)
Busara is 50 years old. She is a small woman, about 3 feet tall. She lives with
her old mother and aunt. Busara was timid at first. She wanted to see the process of
the interview before participating. However, Busara was very helpful to the study.
She contributed an interesting story.
Busara was born deaf. She is the youngest sister of the family. After finishing
school, Busara stays home and her brothers and sisters support her. The sisters took
Busara to see the world. Busara has a lot of experiences traveling abroad. At present,
Busara spends her daily life with her mother and aunt.
Mr. Sompong (Roi-Et)
Sompong is 36 years old. He is the president of the Roi-Et Deaf Club.
Sompong was originally a farmer. After he got married, his wife told him to join the
deaf club in town and work for a monthly payment. To be in town, Sompong has to
stay at the temple, eat the leftovers from the monks, and sweep the temple grounds.
Sompong was born deaf. He believes that he is deaf because of his father’s
bad deeds. Sompong attended a deaf school at the age of 10. He finished Mattayom 3
and worked in the rice field. He used to be a truck driver for a while before he got
married. Sompong has been married a hearing woman for 12 years without any
quarrel. They have two children, a boy and a girl.
Mrs. Ankana (Roi-Et)
Ankana is 35. She works as a treasurer of the Roi-Et Deaf Club. She is welloff as her family is wealthy. She volunteers to help the deaf community.
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Ankana was born to a family of goldsmith. Her deafness is heredity. She has
another deaf brother and sister. She does not seem to be sorry for being deaf. She has
lived an ordinary life without any struggle. Ankana went to a deaf school in Bangkok.
After finishing Mattayom 3, she moved back home and married hearing man. She has
two hearing children.
Participants from the South
Mr. Artit (Song Khla)
Artit is 47 years old. He is the owner of a Para rubber farm in the south. He
experienced some difficulties in selling the rubber to the hearing middle man. Artit
also has negative attitudes towards government officers and bankers believing they
discriminate against the deaf people.
Artit was accidentally deaf at the age of 9. An insect went inside his ear and
his mother did not take him to the hospital. The mother used a stick and got the bug
out. His ear was infected and became deaf later, from left to right ear. At the deaf
school, the teacher borrowed Artit’s money and did not pay back. Artit quit school
because this matter. He only finished pratom 4 (grade 4). [Why was he included in the
study when he did not meet the criterion of grade 9 education?]
Mrs. Roongrat (Song Khla)
Roongrat is 39 years old. She married a deaf man and has 2 hearing children.
Roongrat earns a living by peeling fruits and does some housework.
Roongrat is originally from Yala. She was born deaf and went to the deaf
school in Song Khla. Roongrat is not close to her family in Yala. She even said that
she hates them. Roongrat was expelled from school when she was at pratom 4
(equivalent to grade 4). Roongrat stayed home since then. When she was 17, Roongrat
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went away from home. She has lived by herself since then. [Again, she does not meet
the criterion of grade 9 education]
Mr. Chuchart (Song Khla)
Chuchart is 34 years old. He works as the member services at the Southern
Deaf Member Club. Chuchart is the oldest son of his family. He feels guilty that he is
deaf and cannot support his brothers. Chuchart quit school since he was at Mattayom
2. He said there was nothing to learn in school. Chuchart always want to help deaf
people to have a better life.
Chuchart believes that he is deaf because his parents had a quarrel when he
was in the womb. He attended a deaf school in Song Khla and learned the sign
language which has the basic structure of American Sign Language (ASL). Chuchart
is sensitive to the attitudes of other deaf people toward the deaf in the south. He thinks
that others, especially deaf people in Bangkok, look down on the deaf people in the
south.
Mr. Jehwe (Yala)
Jehwe is Muslim. He is 42 years old. He is single and lives with his parents
and relatives in Yala. Jehwe went to school and finished pratom 7. He sells rubber and
fruits. Jehwe did not talk (sign) much.
Mr. Sa-me (Yala)
Sa-me is 37. He is also Muslim. He did not go to deaf school but he knows
Thai sign language from his deaf friends. Sa-me makes and sells bird cages.
Mrs. Somjai (Yala)
Somjai owns a food shop in Yala. She is 52 years old. She married a deaf man
and has two children. The children have gone to school in Had Yai. Somjai did not go
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to school but she is confident in her ability to communicate. She used Thai sign
language fairly well.
Mr. Tinakorn (Nakon Sritammarat)
Tinakorn is 38 years old. He has no job. He lives with his mother and little
brother. Tinakorn turned a part of his house into a local deaf club. Deaf people in the
area come to talk with each other at his house. Tinakorn’s mother does not like that
because she has to pay for whatever Tinakorn takes to serve his deaf friends. The
mother told us that she will continue to pay as long as her son is the leader of the
group.
Tinakorn was accidentally deaf at the age of three as he fell off the second
floor of the unfinished house. He had to stay home without going to school for 9
years. No hearing school accepted him. Tinakorn went to a deaf school in Songkhla
and finish pratom 6. His mother did not want him to continue studying in deaf school.
Tinakorn stays home with his mother and little brother since then.
Tinakorn told us that family is a big problem for the deaf people. He feels
guilty that he has no job and his mother still pays for everything.
Mr. Somyos (Nakon Sritammarat)
Somyos is 32 years old. He just moved back home in the south as his parents
are getting older. He married a deaf woman. The couple has not had a baby yet.
Somyos worked at a garment factory in Bangkok for 12 years. When he moved to his
family in the south, Somyos takes order from the factory in Bangkok, makes shirts,
and sends them to Bangkok.
Somyos was born deaf. No one can tell him the cause of his deafness. He
attended deaf school and went to work in Bangkok after finishing Mattayom 3.
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Somyos worked at the factory and that is where he experienced the inequality
between deaf and hearing workers. The factory was near the school where deaf and
hearing students learn together. He came to associate with the deaf students in the
evening. On weekends, Somyos always hung out with deaf friends at the department
store. He broke up with his hearing girlfriend because he paid too much attention to
the deaf community. He came home and married a deaf woman.
Somyos can feel the inferiority of being deaf. He has a strong determination
that he will have a deaf child. He will support his child to the highest education the
deaf person can attain.
Participants from the Central
Mr. Nipan (Ayuthaya)
Nipan is 36 years old. He lives with his mother who opened an electrical
supplies shop in Bangpahun market. Nipan helps his mother at the shop and gets some
allowance. He communicates with his customers in writing. He said he can remember
the price of all items.
Nipan turned deaf because of rabies injections when he was 9. Nipan has a
hearing brother and sister. He prefers writing to his family to signing or reading lips.
Nipan finished Mattayom 3 from a deaf school in Bangkok. He wanted to continue
studying but his mother did not support him. Nipan likes to go to Bangkok on
weekends and holidays to meet with his deaf friends. Nipan feels that his mother
treats the hearing children better than she treats him.
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Mrs. Somwang (Ayuthaya)
At the age of 36, Somwang has a 4 year old hearing son. Somwang lives with
her deaf husband and her son in Ayuthaya. Her husband sells lotto tickets and
Somwang makes baked good to sell in the market.
Somwang is originally from the province of Kampangpet. She attended a deaf
school in Tak. She continued her study to the higher secondary level. Somwang has
experience traveling to several countries in Europe. She has an opinion that deaf
people in Bangkok are cleverer than deaf people in other regions.
Mr. Somkiet (Ayuthaya)
Somkiet is 48 years old. He is the leader of the deaf people in Ayuthaya. He
opens his house to be the meeting place for deaf people. Somkiet works independently
as a painter. He sells his paintings at the Sukumvit Road in Bangkok. He earns a lot
monthly. Somkiet married a deaf woman and has a hearing son. His wife and his son
stay at home in Ayuthaya while Somkiet takes the train to Bangkok every day.
Somkiet was born deaf and went to a deaf school in Bangkok. He also has two
deaf brothers. He thinks that writing is more important than signing because the
hearing people can understand. Somkiet encourages deaf people to go to the school
that provides co-education with the hearing students. He said that the deaf will have
hearing friends to help them in class.
Miss Pannipa (Nakon Pathom)
Pannipa is 32. She is a teacher of the kindergarten class at Nakon Pathom
School for the Deaf. Pannipa finished a bachelor’s degree in home economics from
Rajabhat University Nakon Ratchasima. She was born deaf. Her mother sent her to a
deaf school in Chonburi. At the school, they did not encourage students to use sign
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language. Pannipa was trained to read lips and speak. Even though she cannot hear the
sound, Pannipa can speak to others. Her voice sounds strange but it is understandable.
Mr. Jumpod (Nakon Pathom)
Jumpod is 36 years old. He just finished the two-year course of teaching Thai
sign language from Ratchasuda College. He has just joined the teaching team at
Nakon Pathom Deaf School for a month. Jumpod was born deaf because his mother
got rubella during her pregnancy. Jumpod was sent to a deaf school in Kon Kean.
When he came back home he could not communicate with his hearing brother and
sister. He always has quarrel with his siblings. He thinks that his brother and sister
love him in the wrong way that they give him money but do not really understand
what he wants.
Mr. Vinai (Bangkok)
At 47 years old, Vinai makes a living by driving his tour van. He has his own
van for rent. Vinai travels around Thailand with deaf and hearing customers. He has
different impressions of the two kinds of customers. However, different impressions
do not make Vinai treat his customers differently.
Vinai does not know why he is deaf. He knows that he has not talked much
and played by himself. Vinai’s father passed away and left financial problems to the
family. Vinai finished Mattayom 3 and started working as well as other brothers and
sisters. He had been making leather bags for 10 years. Later, the leather bag made no
profit, so he moved to another job, driving a travel van.
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Mrs. Lamai (Bangkok)
Lamai is 54 years old. She lives by herself at the townhouse near the NADT in
Bangkok. Lamai was an athlete. She played badminton and won several medals.
Lamai does not work because her older sisters, who live in England, support her.
Lamai’s past was a tragedy. She was born to a poor family in the northeastern
part of Thailand. Her mother hated Lamai so the she took Lamai into the woods and
left her there. Her sister went to get Lamai out. Lamai’s mother died when Lamai was
five. Lamai is the youngest child. Her brothers and sisters went to study in Bangkok.
Lamai had to stay home and did little jobs until she saved up enough money to go to
Bangkok. Lamai went to a deaf school in Bangkok. She finished Mattayom 3 and
started playing badminton. Lamai married a deaf man and he cheated on her; they
divorced. At present, Lamai spends her days with a dog and some dress-making
hobby. She sometimes volunteers to help on NADT jobs.
The Instruments
Instruments used in this study include the researcher herself, the interview
questions, the sign language interpreter, and the recording device.
The Researcher
In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument. To maintain
trustworthiness and credibility, Patton (2002) suggested that researchers should
always acknowledge bias by questioning themselves of how they know what they
know, how the participants knew what they told, and how the readers would perceive
the researcher. Patton called this a triangulated inquiry. It is also the essence to clarify
the researcher’s assumptions, worldview, theoretical orientation, and relationship to
the study that may affect the investigation (Merriam, 2002).
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To this study, the researcher positions herself as an outsider who wants to
understand the thoughts of the deaf people in Thailand in general. Even though the
researcher is a sister of a deaf brother, her brother is tangential to this study. The deaf
brother of the researcher was raised as a hearing person and had never been in deaf
school. The researcher had never known any of the sign language nor attended any
deaf activity prior to this study. The story of deaf people or deafness was completely
out of the researcher’s consideration. This justifies the researcher to be an outsider to
the deaf community.
It is inevitable that having a deaf brother helps the researcher in contacting
deaf organizations and people dealing with the deaf issues in the country. The
researcher attended the basic Thai sign language course provided by the National
Association for the Deaf in Thailand (NADT) in order to be familiar with the
language which would be used in the study. The researcher also observed the national
annual conference of the deaf 2004 held by NADT in order to be familiar with the
deaf activities before entering the field. Moreover, the researcher did the pilot study
with three deaf participants in order to test the whole process of conducting this study.
Considering the researcher’s assumption and worldview, the researcher
believes in uncertainty. Even though she was born and registered as a Roman
Catholic, the researcher always has so many questions about Christianity. As a loose
faith Catholic, the researcher has been studying Buddhism for many years. Her
worldview is influenced by the core teaching of Buddhism, the consideration of anatta
or no-self. As Podhisita (1998) has summarized, “Suffering as defined by Buddhism
arises from the fact that everything in the world is changing and thus impermanent.
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All things, material and immaterial, are liable to decay and transformation. There is
no such thing as real “self” or anatta” (p.33).
From this worldview, the researcher looks at deafness as one of the conditions
in people’s life. Being deaf is equal to being a man, a woman, a millionaire, a
homeless person, or a priest. It is the condition of life that an individual has to deal
with. A millionaire could cry as the homeless person could smile. It depends on how
those individuals interpret the world around them. This worldview makes the
researcher have the curiosity on how the deaf people interpret their world.
It is interesting to know that the researcher’s worldview coincides with the
new theory of communication and identity proposed by Erik Eisenberg. Eisenberg
emphasized that identity can be built upon the uncertainty with the help of
communication. His theory encourages an individual to be open to the unavoidable
changes in life. The uncertainties are opportunities to see new things which may be
better. This theory is the researcher’s theoretical framework for this entire study.
From this worldview, the researcher is neutral to the participants. None of the
participants has known the researcher before. However, some of the participants did
know the sign language interpreter, which turned out to be the benefit of this study.
The Sign Language Interpreter
This study used a sign language interpreter because the researcher is not a
native signer and that may distort the meaning of what the deaf participant wants to
tell. The sign language interpreter was selected from the first batch Ratchasuda
College graduates, majoring in sign language interpretation. Mr. Bob (pseudo name),
the sign language interpreter for this study, is a child of deaf parents. He is, then,
considered a native signer. Despite the fact that Bob lives with his deaf parents, he
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was raised by the hearing friend of the family. He is well rounded by both deaf and
hearing environments.
Brunson and Lawrence (2002) revealed that a despondent interpreter mood
caused significant negative mood change in the deaf participant even when the
therapist mood was neutral or cheerful. Fortunately, Bob was an optimistic and
cheerful man. He also wanted to know more about the deaf way of thinking. He was
willingly to join this research. His surplus enthusiasm sometimes got unexpected
answer from the participants. However, the trustworthiness of the interpreter was
considered.
Stroll (2002) pointed out that interpreter must see him/herself as an impartial
transmitter of message. As Bob is the child of deaf parents, this study avoided having
his parents as the participants. The transcripts that Bob did were reviewed by a deaf
instructor of Ratchasuda College in order to check the accuracy.
The Interview Questions
The result of the pilot study suggested that the semi-structured interview
would be the best fit to the condition of the deaf participant. The researcher had set
the open-ended questions related to the research questions as follow;
RQ 1: How is deaf identity constructed in Thai society?
As identity can be constructed on the uncertainty, everything surrounds the
participant has a possibility to affect the identity construction. The interview questions
concerning this research question were:
-

How does the deaf participant see him/herself?

-

How does the deaf participant think about his/her deafness and deafness in
general?
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-

How does the deaf participant think about his/her significant people?
RQ 2: How do deaf Thai make sense of their deafness in their interaction with

others?
Deafness is the unavoidable personal trait attached to the participants;
therefore, to make sense of their deafness is to make sense of themselves in
interacting with others. To answer this research question, the researcher has to
understand the participants’ attitudes toward other people. How the participants see
and communicate with other persons leads to the understanding of how the
participants make sense of themselves. The interview questions for this RQ were:
-

How does the deaf participant think about his/her significant people?

-

How does the deaf participant communicate with others?
RQ 3: How does the process of telling his/her story reveal the narrator’s

identity construction?
There was no specific question asked in order to get the answer for this
research question. The researcher would analyze the whole interview and determine
the way that telling the story disclosed the process of identity construction.
There were also supplementary probing questions which were prepared for
eliciting more details from the participants. The interview questions and
supplementary probing questions were shown in the interview protocol and interview
guide (Appendix D and E).
Interview Guide
An interview guide is a list of issues to be explored in the interview session
(Frey, Botan, & Kreps, 2000). The interview guide was prepared to ensure that the
same basic lines of questions would be pursued with each participant. The interview
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guide provided topics within which the interviewer was free to probe. The researcher
checked the interview guide throughout the interview session and told the interpreter
to probe if necessary. The interview guide is shown in Appendix D.
All interviews were recorded on a digital videotape and transferred to the VHS
analog videotape for the transcription process.
Procedure in the Field
Gaining Entry
The researcher contacted local sign language interpreters of all four regions,
Miss Yui in Chiang Mai, Mr. Ow in Nakhon Panom, Miss Pan in Song Khla, and
Miss Aoy in Bangkok. These contact persons received my introduction letter telling
the nature of the research and asking for the deaf persons in their area who would be
willing to join the study (Appendix B). For the northeastern and southern regions, Mr.
Ow in Nakhon Panom and Miss Pan in Song Khla helped me find deaf participants
not only in their province, but in other provinces within their region as well. In order
to have a variety of participants in the northern region, other than Chiang Mai, the
researcher contacted the teacher at the Tak School for the Deaf who would be able to
refer the researcher to some deaf persons in Tak.
Also, the researcher attended the national annual conference of the deaf 2004
in Thailand in order to meet more deaf people and ask for an appointment to interview
some of them later. From the conference, the researcher made contact with two deaf
persons who later led to six more participants in the provinces of Ayuthaya and
Nakhon Ratchasima.
The researcher went to all research sites with the sign language interpreter. All
the documents, notebook computer, the video camera, tripod, cable, extra batteries,
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and video cassettes were packed properly in the trunk. We also prepared gifts which
were wrapped nicely for all participants. The hotels were booked before taking off
from Bangkok. We were always ready for every field trip.
Interview
Mostly, each interview has its interested topic to look for the answer and set
the interview questions accordingly. Frey, Botan, and Kreps (2000) explained the
different types of interviews. The structured interview lists all the questions that the
interviewer is supposed to ask and the interviewer is expected to follow the guide
consistently. In the semi-structured interview, the interviewer asks the basic questions
on the interview guide, but the researcher is free to ask probing follow-up questions as
well. In the unstructured interview, the interviewer is provided only the topic of
interest and has the freedom to decide the focus of questions. Since the proposed
BNIM was terminated in the pilot study, the semi-structured interview method was
suitable. The interview guide was prepared (Appendix D) and followed.
The researcher explained every question in the interview guide to the
interpreter. The interpreter studied the interview guide thoroughly. The interpreter,
then, signed to the deaf instructor to check if the questions were conveyed accurately
and properly in the deaf way. After checking and adjusting the hand signs, the
interview guide was ready to be used in the field.
Even though the researcher did not ask the questions to the participants by
herself, she was totally in charge of the interview session. In the actual interview, the
interpreter asked the main questions and the researcher checked the answer whether it
needed any probing. The interpreter would maintain eye contact and the participant
would not notice that the researcher was talking to the interpreter.
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After each interview, the participant was asked to complete the form which
gathered the demographic data. Then, the researcher presented a gift to the participant
at the end of the session.
The Field Notes
The field notes were recorded into the notebook computer every evening that
the interviews occurred. The researcher could not make any field notes in the field
because she had to pay full attention to all interviews so as not be cause any visual
distractions.
Analysis Procedure
Transcription
All interviews were recorded in digital videotapes. The researcher transferred
all interviews from the original digital tapes to VHS analog tapes to be transcribed.
This process was done in order to protect the original tapes from damage in the
transcription process.
The interpreter took all VHS videotapes to transcribe all 42 interviews. The
interpreter transcribed the interviews to Thai written language and sent to the deaf
instructor at Ratchasuda College to check the accuracy of translation. The
transcription process took three months to finish. The researcher did the analysis from
those transcripts.
Information Reduction
There were eight participants who were excluded from this study for the
following reasons:
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1.

Somporn (Tak) is the deaf person who never went to school and
doesn’t know sign language. She used only body language which is
only known to her father.

2.

Wongduen (Nakhon Panom) never attended school and does not
know sign language.

3.

Thongdee (Nakhon Panom) has lost the standard sign language since
she has never been with any deaf person for almost 20 years.

4.

Suda (Nakhon Panom) never attended any school.

5.

Thongchai (Song Khla) is both deaf and blind.

6.

Kampol (Bangkok) is a well-known deaf person who has exposed
himself to a wider Deaf world than within Thailand.

7.

Usanee (Nakhon Sritammarat) was deaf when she was a teenager.
She had lived a normal life for more than ten years.

8.

Daranee (Bangkok) is a hard-of-hearing person who was raised
normally with hearing people. She could talk with understandable
voice.

However, the researcher did not exclude them in the first place because they
were willing to help in joining the interviews.
There were 208 pages of transcripts in Thai handwriting. First, the researcher
read through the transcription of each participant and pulled out the topics of interest
concerning the interaction of the participants and their surroundings. Then, the topics
were grouped together into six categories according to Eisenberg’s theory of
communication and identity; (1) biological, (2) spiritual, (3) cultural, (4) economic,
(5) societal, and (6) interpersonal surroundings.
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Report the Result
The result is reported in chapter four in thick description. As this research
explores a specific culture of the deaf people, the thick description provides all details
for the readers to get the idea of how and why deaf people think and feel the way they
do. Thick description gives the context clues to the readers to interpret the specific
culture clearer (Geertz, 1973). Moreover, the fully details in thick description could
make the readers move along into the field with the researcher.
Narrative Interpretation
From the thick description presented in chapter four, the researcher will
interpret the narrative text by highlighting the uncertainties in the life of deaf people
in Thailand, concerning the six groups of Eisenberg’s surrounds. After that, in chapter
five, the researcher will analyze how deaf people in Thailand make sense of their
uncertain surrounds. Also, the researcher will determine how the storytelling process
had helped others to know the self-perception of the deaf persons.
Conclusion of the Chapter
This chapter has explained the methods used in this qualitative study of the
live experiences of deaf persons which effect their identity construction. From 34
interviews, the technique of inductive analysis had been used to examine the
transcripts and see the whole picture of identity construction of the deaf participants.
The pilot study, conducted with three participants in two research sites, showed the
weak point of a hearing researcher using Wengraf’s technique of biographic narrative
interview method (BNIM) with deaf participants. The actual field research, therefore,
depended mostly on in-depth interviews using a sign language interpreter.
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Deaf participants were purposefully selected from the recommendations of the
staff of the National Association of the Deaf in Thailand (NADT). This research used
the sign language interpreter for helping the researcher in communicating with the
deaf participants and transcribing all the information from the videotape to Thai
written language.
All interviews were recorded on digital videotape in a specific type of shot
which allows the transcriber to see hand signs of both questions and answers. After
the interpreter transcribed all the interviews into Thai written language, the researcher
did the coding process by categorizing the participants’ answers into six groups
according to Eisenberg’s theory. The answers reflected the relationships between the
participant and the (1) biological, (2) spiritual, (3) cultural, (4) economic, (5) societal,
and (6) interpersonal surroundings.
In the next chapter, deaf participants shared their stories with the researcher
through in-depth interviews. The researcher will take the reader to all research sites,
explain all procedures, and introduce the reader to each and every participant.

CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

From the beginning, this researcher held an assumption that deaf people in
Thailand are the depressed minority, framed within the social norms and values such
that they do not have choices to live otherwise. Resulting from their lack of the sense
of hearing, deaf people would struggle under the pressure of uncertainties that
surround them. Their identity of being one of the social members would have been
unsecured. This study, therefore, was conducted to explore how the deaf participants
live their lives through all the uncertainties in Thai society.
Deafness is an unseen disability; no one can tell who is deaf without seeing her
or his interaction with others. With this fact, most of the deaf people stand on a shaky
ground of identity. A deaf person can enjoy being normal as everybody else in a
hearing world as long as she or he can hold the need of communication to herself or
himself. But the truth is no one can deny communication or interaction with others;
therefore, the deaf people are seen as different from and incompatible to the normal
hearing world whenever they communicate.
The findings from all of the in-depth interviews illuminate the struggle of deaf
participants against the discriminate attitude in the major hearing world. The stories
reveal different kinds of action that the participants took in order to survive. We can
see some passive relationship between the participants and their surroundings,
whereas, some participants had fought for equal human rights.
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Influences from Geographic Environment
This study was conducted in four regions of Thailand. I found differences
when comparing the deaf participants in Bangkok and provinces around Bangkok with
the ones in other regions. Bangkok is a full-option, materialistic city. All the
developments happen first in Bangkok. Deaf people in the north, northeast, and in the
south are mostly farmers, whereas the deaf participants in and around Bangkok have
more opportunity to choose their career. Living in and around Bangkok, Somkiet is
the artist selling his own paintings in central Bangkok. Vinai is a travel-van driver.
Lamai was the champion of badminton, and Pannipa is the teacher in the deaf school.
Deaf people in the north, northeast, and the south see the deaf in Bangkok as
arrogant. Malai (from Chiang Mai) mentioned, “Deaf people in Bangkok are arrogant.
I really don’t like the way deaf people hating each other like this.”
Wittaya (from Nakon Panom) said, “Deaf people in Bangkok sign very
quickly. They always overstate every matter. I had been in Bangkok for a while and I
know that they usually tell lies. It is different from the deaf people in other provinces.”
Chanachai (from Nakon Ratchasima) has experience, “It takes time to
understand deaf people in Bangkok. I was in Bangkok for a while and it was too
complicate, so I came back home.”
Another support comes from Chuchart, “Deaf people who are educated from
the same school can talk to each other fine. But when they move to Bangkok and we
meet again, I notice that they have changed. I don’t think it is right to do that. We
should be united. Deaf people in Bangkok are arrogant. They think that their sign is
the best, it is not true.”
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Those are the comments from deaf people to deaf people in Bangkok. As I
talked to the deaf participants in and around Bangkok, I found that the characteristic
of a big city, full of options for one’s life has influence on the way of life of the deaf
people.
Nipan (from Ayuthaya) feels it is easier to talk with deaf people. He likes to go
to Bangkok, which is only 1.30 hour from his house, and talk to his deaf friends.
Jumpod (from Nakon Pathom) mentioned, “I think deaf people in Bangkok
and other places are different. Deaf people in Bangkok see each other very often. We
understand each other easily. Deaf people in Bangkok sign fluently and sometime
overstate. Deaf people outside Bangkok sign fairly. They mostly use natural sign
language or homemade signs.”
To summarize the topic, the characteristic of a capital city has influence on the
way of life of the deaf people in and around Bangkok. Deaf people in Bangkok have
more opportunity to live their lives than deaf people in other regions have. However,
the fact that they are deaf is the dominant characteristic of all participants. Deafness
affects the way of life of these participants no matter where they are.
Set aside the geographic influence and all participants face similar matters in
living a deaf life. They have to deal with several uncertainties which will be discussed
in details throughout this chapter.
Dealing with uncertainties in everyday life in order to survive in the hearing
Thai society is the heart of the findings of this study. This section of the chapter will
analyze the findings according to the conceptual framework as follow:
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Figure 5.1 : Conceptual framework of the study used in the analysis process

Deaf people in Thailand are
dealing with uncertainties
which take parts in their
identity construction

The new theory of
communication and identity
is used to alternate the old
concepts of identity
construction.

Narrative paradigm comes in
to justify the story told.

Uncertainties in the Deaf Life
“I don’t know” was the most repeated sentence that the deaf participants in this
study used to expressed their feelings or opinions in the interviews. It was because
when the participant was probed, he or she did not have a strong feeling about many
things. Apart from the story the individual shared with me, there was some probing to
gather information about the areas of surroundings (Eisenberg, 2001). Uncertainties in
each surround take part in the participant’s process of identity construction.
Biological Uncertainty
Due to the fact that all of the participants are deaf, they face the very first
uncertainty in life. There is no difference between those born deaf and those who are
deaf because of an accident or illness after their birth. Deafness causes them an
uncertain feeling about how they should react to the world. As they are not able to
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hear naturally, deaf people feel they are a burden on the family. Most of them are
dependent. Many deaf participants in this study feel they are different from other
family members. Because of their deafness, these participants were discredited by a
normal society. As Reilly (1995) said, “Deafness is perceived as an inevitable loss to
intellectual and social capacity. Considered to be uneducable in ordinary setting, they
are sent to residential schools which remain the predominant placement worldwide”
(p. 164).
This is an uncertainty that occurs from the biological surround. Because they
are deaf, they are treated differently. According to Goffman (1963), they are
stigmatized. People who are discredited by stigma live in uncertainty; they do not
know exactly where they belong. The difference makes them lost, even in their own
family as Prasert told us:
“I was born deaf and know nothing. When I grew up, I saw my parents and my
sister talked to each other. I asked them why they could talk but I couldn’t. No one
helped me at all. They replied that it is hard to talk. They also asked me if I could
write which I could. So we write to each other in the family. However, I preferred
talking.”
It was the biological effect that made participants stand on the shaky ground.
They are deaf. They are different and feel uncertain when they had to face the hearing
world. The level of uncertainty varies from person to person according to other
supporting surrounds.
Goffman (1963) said that the stigmatized individuals have reason to avoid
mixed society and construct their own group. That is, they form a certain deaf identity,
partially, from their biological uncertainty.

219
Spiritual Uncertainty
Thailand is considered a Buddhist country. Ninety-five percent of the Thai
population is Buddhist. Buddhism has a lot of influence in Thai ways of life, with
implications for both deaf and hearing. Therefore, it is very useful to know before
hand about the core of Buddha’s teaching which we call ‘Dharma’.
Podhisita (1998) summarized the basic premise of Buddhism. The very simple
fact is that life is suffering. Suffering is a central and very important concept in
Buddhism. Suffering, as defined by Buddhism, arises from the fact that everything in
the world is changing and thus impermanent. There is no such thing as real “self.”
Ideally, the aim of all Buddhists is to free themselves from suffering. Every Thai man
should be ordained once in his lifetime. It is believed that monkhood is one way to be
free from suffering. Also, to be ordained is one way to make great merit for the
parents.
However, as Podhisita said, it is an ideal, it is hard to be certain that all
Buddhists would understand the real meaning of ‘free from suffering’, especially deaf
people who hardly understand the meaning of Buddhist teaching. Deaf people know
Buddhism from their surroundings. Jumpod shared with me, “When I was young, my
mother prepared food in boxes and went to the temple every morning. I had to go get
those boxes back in the afternoon. I didn’t understand what she did until I entered
school. I knew that I must pay respect to the Buddha image and the monks.”
The findings from the interview show uncertainty in a spiritual sense. Without
a sign language interpreter, deaf participants feel uneasy when they have to sit still in
front of the chanting monks. They do not know the purpose and meaning of the
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prayers. Wirat and Poramin spoke for other deaf people that going to the temple and
practicing the religious rituals are not easy for the deaf.
However, Buddhist influence encourages Thai men to be ordained as a monk
once in a lifetime. Deaf male participants are concerned with this matter and some of
them wanted to be ordained. Interestingly, Prasert was ordained to be a monk while
Tinakorn was not allowed to be ordained as he is deaf. According to the Buddhist
rules, there is one rule states that a man who is deformed cannot be ordained (Sri-on,
2000).
This confusion happened to my family as well. My mother was so upset about
having a deaf son. She once went to the fortuneteller and was advised that my deaf
brother should be ordained in order to release him from the sin in the previous life and
he will hear sound eventually. We did not know that there is a rule forbidding a deaf
person to be a Buddhist monk. My brother went through the ordination and lived in
the monkhood for seven days. This happened 20 years ago and my brother has not yet
improved in his hearing. My brother said to my mother that he admits being deaf and
needs no more spiritual curing. At present, my brother is a fine deaf lecturer at
Ratchasuda College.
There is no official support on religious matters for the deaf society in
Thailand. Thai society cannot afford to have sign language interpreters at every
temple, church, and mosque. Sign language interpretation is rare. I know one
volunteer sign language interpreter at the Catholic Church. She is one of the teachers
in a special education school. She is a Catholic and goes to the church regularly every
Sunday. She can sign, so she interprets the mass. I also know two Buddhist monks
who tried to learn sign language in order to be able to teach Dharma to the deaf
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people. After they attended the sign language class twice, they never come back again.
Later, they came and told the instructor that a monk is not supposed to move his hands
as much as in signing. It is considered not being humble.
The lack of interpreters to convey the meaning of religious teachings and
practices causes uncertain feeling in the deaf people. A deaf person perceives the
spiritual surround as something they never really understand. They do not have a
concrete idea of what being religious means to them. Deaf people do not have a steady
spiritual pole to lean on. This situation reflects the unstable identity of the deaf people.
Cultural Uncertainty
It is obvious that deaf people in Thailand are living among cultural
uncertainty. Thai culture condemns deaf people to be different and unacceptable.
According to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (1984), Thai culture possesses the
characteristic of collectivism, high power distance, and high uncertainty avoidance.
These three dimensions of Thai culture affect the way deaf Thai see themselves. I will
elaborate more on each dimension.
Collectivism. Collectivism is characterized by a rigid social framework.
People expect their in-group to look after them, and they feel they owe absolute
loyalty to the group. It emphasizes the views, needs, and goals of the in-group rather
than oneself.
Speaking of a group, there are two groups mentioned in this study; the group
of the majority or hearing people, and the group of deaf people in Thai society. Based
on the findings of this study, deaf participants were born to hearing parents who did
not know anything about deafness. Hearing parents are the members of the majority
hearing group. When they faced an unexpected problem, like having a deaf child, the
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parents sought help from someone in the in-group whom they knew. From the
interviews, the parents took their deaf child to several people that they thought could
cure the deafness: physician, acupuncture master, audiologist, and even to
supernatural power.
The reason behind these parents’ action was that deafness is not accepted in
the parents’ hearing society. They must turn their deaf child into a hearing child in
order to be in harmony with the hearing society. The study of parents’ expectation on
the deaf child social activity conducted by Anchalee Danwirunhvanich (1996) reveals
that the parents have no positive thinking on social attitude toward their deaf children.
From this study, Ankana revealed that she prayed for having a hearing child so
that her mother would not be embarrassed again. This is the same reason some of the
hearing parents hurt some of the deaf participants. Chonrudee was not allowed to go
out and talk to anybody. Nopamas was prevented from seeing her deaf friends or even
to use sign language. More than that, to get rid of the problem, Lamai was given away
to the poor woman who lived in the woods.
Deafness is different. The deaf participants in this study feel they are different
from other hearing people in the society. Even though some participants said that they
are satisfied with their present lives; everybody admitted that once in a while they
wanted to changed to be hearing and speaking like everybody else in the society.
Collectivistic Thai culture poses a certain kind of identity to the deaf people, the kind
of different.
High Power Distance. Power Distance is the extent to which a society accepts
that power in relationships, institutions, and organizations is distributed unequally.
People in high power distance countries believe that power and authority are facts of

223
life. Everybody has a rightful place that is not equal. This concept leads to the passive
lifestyle of deaf people in Thailand. Based on the findings of this study, there is no
aggressive Deaf culture salient in any deaf communities.
Hofstede’s power distance concept is somewhat similar to the concept of
hierarchy in the Thai worldview. One’s status in the hierarchical system is believed to
result from accumulated past karma in the form of merit and demerit. Podhisita (1998)
explains that karma refers to volitional action. Karma can be merit or meritorious act
if it is good and yields desirable result; otherwise, it is referred to as demerit or
demeritorious act. The “high-ness” or “low-ness” of an individual’s status in the
hierarchy is believed to vary according to his or her store of merit and demerit
(Podhisita, 1998). Physical deformity is perceived as the result of demeritorious act.
To be born disabled, into slavery, or into non-human form is seen as evidence of bad
deeds in a past life (Arthayukti, 2001, Sri-on 2000). Deaf participants posed this view
to themselves that they must have done something bad in the past. They accept their
position of inferiority to the majority hearing world.
Ladda said, “When I make merit, I always think that I did something bad in
my past life. Really want to change to be hearing.” Chaiwat makes merit by giving
away things to the poor. When asking Chaiwat how he feels about his deafness, he
replied, “I pray for not being deaf again next life.” Sompong’s answer confirms this
matter as he said, “My father did bad thing in the past, so our family is poor and I am
deaf. I married and always make merit, so my children are normal.” Moreover, most
deaf participants accept the inferiority posed by the hearing society. These participants
expressed that they have to be ‘patient’ and ‘understand’.
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Those are the examples showing that deaf participants accept an unequal
position in the society. They do not protest for equal rights. Some participants even
said that they are satisfied with their present lives. The concept of high power distance
shades the light on the passive way of life of some deaf people in Thailand.
High Uncertainty Avoidance. Uncertainty avoidance is the term indicating the
extent to which a culture feels threatened by uncertainty and ambiguous situations.
High uncertainty avoidance cultures try to avoid uncertainty by providing stability for
their people, establishing formal rules, and believing in absolute truths and the
attainment of expertise. This concept affects the lives of deaf people in Thailand.
As stated above, being deformed is unacceptable in Thai society. There were
ways to avoid uncertainty in the matter of having deaf people in the society. The
school for the deaf is the place through which hearing parents would avoid uncertainty
in raising deaf children. Parents trust schools and put their deaf children into the
residential deaf schools. Reagan (2002) provides an interesting thought about deaf
residential schools. He mentioned that the rise of residential school for the deaf in the
United States in the 19th century clearly mirrors similar developments targeted on the
insane, the criminal, and so on.
Even though the deaf schools in Thailand have no evidence of being
established upon the concept similar to Reagan’s thought, sending deaf children to the
boarding school has given the sense of abandonment to the deaf participants. As many
of the participants mentioned their first day of school, they felt that their parents left
them and they cried. Parents search for certainty in raising their deaf children by
leaving them the scar in their hearts. Again, deaf participants realized that they are

225
different and have to be sent to the certain place for a certain way of education. They
learn the certain language in school which cannot be used elsewhere.
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions illuminate the cultural uncertainty in a deaf
life. This cultural uncertainty plays an important part in the process of identity
construction which will be elaborated later in this chapter.
Economic Uncertainty
Deaf participants are treated as a second-class population in Thai society. They
were cheated on wages, salary, and prices of products sold. Some of them are forced
to do harder work compared to the hearing worker in the same position. Deaf persons
are not trusted by the banks. Artit had an experience that he could not get the loan in
the way that hearing people could get. He had to pass the complicated process in paper
work and reference. This is evidence of a double standard in the economic
surrounding of deaf people. Some participants complained about their fortune, as
Anuwat said, “Being deaf is hard. No one wants to hire deaf employee. Deaf can only
sell the keychain.”
The economic difficulties nailed down the concepts of inferiority and
unacceptability to the deaf participants. It also reflects in the identity construction
process.
Societal Uncertainty
Despite the fact that societal surrounding for deaf participants is the norms,
rules, and regulations of both deaf and hearing communities they live in, the
uncertainty in cultural surround overlaps the part of the uncertainty in hearing
community. Therefore, I would narrow down the societal uncertainty to the norm of
the deaf community.
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Apart from living in the majority hearing society, a deaf person is a member of
the deaf community. Using sign language is the norm of the deaf community. The data
based on interviews and observations revealed the uncertainty on the matter of sign
language. It is the big uncertain matter that divides deaf people into groups.
Sign Language in Thailand. From the observations and interviews, there are at
least two types of sign language used among deaf people in Thailand: Thai Sign
Language and Signed Thai. Sri-on (2000) explained the distinction of the two.
Signed Thai refers to the use of signs, fingerspelling, and finger-spelt patterns
to represent spoken Thai. It is a manual code version of spoken Thai. Each sign is
produced in the same word order as spoken Thai on the basis of one sign for each
word. If there is no sign for the word, then the word is finger-spelt.
Thai Sign Language refers to the process by which deaf people communicate
with each other through signs that have often been thought of simply as gesture. This
communicative process is recognized as a full language in its own right. The language
is expressed not by speech, but by the precise movement of hands, face, eyes, and
body. A single sign might stand for a concept.
Sri-on explains that even when Thai Sign Language has been recognized as a
true language, many educators have still not accepted it as a viable medium of
instruction in school. They often claim that it acts as a barrier to learning the Thai
language and so they continue to promote the use of Signed Thai in the context of a
total communication philosophy. As a result, these educators have “downgraded Thai
Sign Language as being inferior” (Sri-on, 2000, p. 149).
The uncertainty in using sign language separates deaf people into groups. The
findings confirm what Sri-on found in her study. The participants said that Thai sign
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language was not the popular teaching medium in the deaf schools. Some schools
even objected to the use of Thai sign language among the students. Deaf participants
said that they had to speak in class and signed with their friends when the teacher was
not in sight. Some schools emphasized speech training. The deaf students who were
trained in speech would have the ability to read lips and sign Thai. It is interesting to
know that deaf people who can speak and read lips are considered hard-of-hearing,
regardless of how great their hearing loss is, and not welcome into the deaf group that
use Thai sign language.
Moreover, deaf participants in the north, northeast, and the south have similar
feelings that deaf people in Bangkok are arrogant because they are fluent in signing.
Some deaf participants said that they have to practice more to be able to sign fluently.
The issue of using different sign languages is the uncertainty among deaf society. It
has the direct effect on where a deaf person positions himself or herself in the deaf
world.
Interpersonal Uncertainty
The uncertain relationship with intimate persons is another key factor that
affects self perception of the deaf participants. Communication barriers framed deaf
people to have few intimate persons in life. They were born to the hearing parents and
stayed with them for a while. In-house communication was with the homemade signs
which cannot be used elsewhere. After that, they went to deaf school. They learned
sign language which, again, cannot be used in the world outside. Some participants
can write. But their writing is somewhat incorrect because they do not practice Signed
Thai. The deaf persons usually switch words according to their Thai sign language.
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These communication barriers make it harder to build up intimate relationships with
others.
Intimate persons surround deaf participants are parents, spouses, and their
children. Before going to the deaf school, deaf participants communicate with their
families using natural body language and homemade signs. When they came back
from school, they know Thai sign language or signed Thai, but their parents do not.
Vinai shared with us that he always wants to communicate with his mother, but his
mother is a Chinese immigrant and she does not know either sign language or Thai
written language. Prasert mentioned about his father refused to learn sign language
which upset Prasert.
Some deaf participants have experience with having hearing girlfriends or
boyfriends. Somyos admitted that his hearing girlfriend left him because she was fed
up with the sign language and the deaf community. Pannipa broke up with her
boyfriend because of communication problems. All but one deaf participant who is
married chose a deaf spouse. Sompong is the exception. He is married to a hearing
woman whom he had been writing letters to for several years. After the marriage,
Sompong taught sign language to his wife and they sign to each other.
Hearing children of the deaf parents are another group of intimate persons in
the participants’ lives. It is the uncertainty that these hearing children showed to their
deaf parents. The children obeyed well in their childhood. They even know sign
language and acted as the personal interpreter to their deaf parents. These children
changed when they grew up and entered their teenage years. They are embarrassed to
sign. They are even embarrassed to have deaf parents. This attitude hurt the deaf
participants so much. Some deaf parents try to point out the fact to their hearing
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children that deaf or hearing people are equally human and deserve the right to be
counted as one. Other deaf participants who have no children yet prefer to have
hearing ones. Somyos is the exception. He has a strong determination to have a deaf
child. He said that he will push his deaf child to the highest level of education.
However, some deaf participants who have hearing children said that they accept the
children’s attitude.
The communication barrier isolates deaf participants from their intimate
persons. Hardship in interpersonal communication makes deaf participants insecure.
They are not accepted as equally human even by their intimate persons. The
interpersonal uncertainty has put the deaf participants in an unstable position in
everyday life.
From what we have observed, the uncertainties in surroundings affect the way
a deaf person looks at his or her life. The invisible deformed biological condition of a
deaf person gives the sense of uncertainty. With this biological uncertainty, deaf
persons in Thailand do not belong to the common places of the hearing community.
Eisenberg (2001) proposed that how we respond to the fundamental
uncertainty of life shapes everything we do and is driven in part by how we think
about our place in the world, or our sense of identity. As we can see, the surroundings
are not mutually exclusive. The biological surround and cultural surround have more
influence on how each participant perceives himself or herself. The participants see
the fact that they are the deaf persons living in Thai collectivistic society. The other
surrounds exert partial influence on the deaf participants.

230
Identity Construction of Deaf Thai
The first research question concerned identity construction. Most identity
theories emphasize reducing uncertainties by interacting in social activities (Burke,
1969; Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1967; and Stryker, 1980). Burke suggested that an
individual would identify with the group in order to have a sense of belonging.
Goffman stated that a person plays a certain role in order to save the social show.
Mead mentioned the symbolic interaction activities that individuals involve in while
acquiring identity. Stryker talked about how social structure constrains individuals in
social interaction. These theories try to manage uncertainties in a person’s life so the
person would have a steady sense of self.
Deaf persons are not in the same situation as hearing ones. A deaf person
could not identify himself or herself with the hearing group in order to have a sense of
belonging. A deaf person even feels insecure within his or her own family. A deaf
person is seen in the certain role of disabled in the social show which requires no
effort to play the role. On the contrary, the deaf person who wants to play the role of a
normal person has to pretend to be the hearing one. The concepts of identity
construction from Burke, Goffman, Mead, and Stryker do not fit with the deaf people
in Thailand.
From the result of this study, the life of a deaf individual in Thailand is
threatened by uncertainties in the surrounding. Biological surround imposed the
deafness which cannot be denied for entire life. Spiritual surround could not afford to
give the certain meaning of religious practices to the deaf people. Cultural surround is
the most powerful factor that shakes the ground of deaf individuals. Thai culture
framed the thoughts and behavior of its people which condemn deaf people as
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different. Deaf people are treated unfairly in the economic surround. Within their own
deaf society, there are two types of sign language that separate deaf people. The
interpersonal surround of deaf persons is so uncertain that communication barriers
would terminate the intimate relationships.
It seems that deaf people have no choice but to live with all uncertainties
throughout their lives which coincides to Eisenberg’s new theory of communication
and identity. For Eisenberg, identity can be build upon uncertainty through the sense
making process as presented in chapter two. (See figure 2.1)
To apply to deaf participants, the first sub-process of the sense making process
deals with the biological aspect. Eisenberg stated, “all surroundings in one’s life affect
the emotions, brain chemistry, and mood” (2001, p. 544). Base on the findings from
this study, it is hard to find a single statement to represent all participants’ mood of
being deaf. Some said they were satisfied, some expressed that they have to be patient,
and some might even be angry to be deaf. In relationship to the surrounds, deaf
participants interact with the surrounds differently.
The second sub-process relates to personal narrative. People would edit their
personal story with the influence of surroundings. From this study, Thai culture seems
to have an influence on the story telling of the participants. They were mostly timid
and shy at first. None of the participants could tell the whole story alone without
probing questions. However, it is noteworthy that almost all deaf participants have
revealed their personal experience to the unknown researcher. The two Muslim deaf
participants were different, which might relate to Muslim culture.
The other deaf participants show no sign of offense in telling their personal
story. As Dr. Poonpit Amatyakul (personal communication, October 9, 2003) said, the
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story telling is essential to the entire deaf life. The more a deaf person expresses, the
more that person develops the brain function. The person would, in turn, generate
intelligence for himself or herself.
Eisenberg (2001) also suggested that the personal narrative depends on the
personal preference of certainty. If the person feels certain in life, he or she would tell
the same story over and over, and hold that story as the truth of his or her life. As the
researcher probed, the participants revealed more stories and more details about
themselves. This shows that the deaf people are used to uncertainties and they get
along well with them.
The third sub-process is the process in which the participants would reveal
their self-concept. It is the communication style that participants chose to tell their
stories. In this study, all participants were open to the researcher. It confirms Dr.
Poonpit’s statement that story telling is crucial to the deaf people. They were willing
to tell stories without any force. This shows that deaf participants are open to the
world. It is the world that shut the door to the deaf people.
To show the construction of deaf identity, we can see that each deaf participant
in this study builds up his or her identity on the uncertainties within the surroundings.
Following Carty’s stages of identity development, all deaf persons have to go through
the stages of confusion, frustration, exploration, identification, ambivalence, and
acceptance (Carty, 1994). All deaf participants in this study have gone through those
stages. They make sense of their surroundings along the way as they walk through
each stage.
The identity of the deaf people in Thailand is not static. It is like the water that
can change its form according to the form of container. The water always holds its
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qualification of liquid substance. It is similar to the deaf person that they are always
deaf. The shape of the container is similar to constrains of surroundings that shapes
the participants’ sense of self. All of these sense making processes were expressed
throughout the open style of communication.
The Deaf with the Others
The second research question focused on the sense making of the deaf
participant to their deafness when interacting with others. The findings show that deaf
participants accept their difference in the hearing world. They realize that they are
deaf and different from others. The influence of Buddhist society that believes in
karma makes the participants tolerate the difference. Instead of demonstrating
violence in asking for the equal rights, deaf people in Thailand focus on making merit
for the next life. They do not perform any violent protest. Based on this study, deaf
people in Thailand realize their inferiority and hold the complaints to themselves and
spell the out only when someone asks for it. They like telling stories of themselves.
Narratives of Deaf Thai
The stories collected from the interviews reflect the life of deaf people in
Thailand. According to Fisher (1958), any story can be a story of good reason. The
most important thing is that we should not block the possibility of any story from
being told. One of the five presuppositions of the paradigm is that the world is a set of
stories which must be chosen among to live the good life in a process of continual
recreation. The stories of the deaf participants in this study reflect the world of deaf
Thai. Stories reveal how the deaf participants see themselves and how they put
themselves in the society. The stories even tell how deaf participants construct their
identity.
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Deaf participants narrated their lives willingly. They told me about their
deafness and that they wish they did not have it. The participants revealed their stories
through sign language which is the communication mode of preference of the deaf
people. The stories told are of good reason. Deafness is the major defect of their lives
and it is the reason that these people were selected as the participants in this study.
The stories are rational in terms of representing participants’ real lives.
Hunt (2000) suggested that chronic illness shakes the ground of personal
identity and narratives about the chronic illness “explain the experience of the illness
and reconfiguring the social identity” (p. 89). Deafness is in some way similar to
chronic illness and affects the identity construction of the deaf participants. Narrative
in this study is the approach to which the participants revealed their self concept in the
interaction with their surroundings. All of the surroundings are the narrative elements
of one person. The story of a person has to be related to each and every element in one
way or another. In other words, the person has lived the story told, as shown in figure
5.2.
Figure 5.2 : Narrative elements a person has lived through

Uncertainty
Biological
Spiritual
Cultural
Economic
Societal
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Storytelling is the essence to the life of deaf people (Riley, 1995). When the
deaf person tells the story, it reflects self-concepts in terms of values and beliefs that
person holds. Dr. Poonpit (personal communication, October 9, 2003) suggested the
concept of story telling. He mentioned that there are two types of stories to be told; the
story of oneself and the story of others. Both story types reflect the thoughts about the
narrator’s self.
When a deaf person tells the story of himself or herself, it reflects the inner
language so clearly. The participants in this study disclosed their personal experience
which they have few chances of telling anywhere else. Dr. Poonpit emphasized that
the inner language is the rare treasure of a deaf person. Once the deaf express their
thoughts, the brain will enhance its capacity. Telling a personal story also reflects the
self-protection sense. The interview with Kanokwan supports this claim.
Kanokwan began her narrative with the statement that reflects her pride.
Kanokwan said, “I was at the Tak School for the Deaf and there was a phone call from
my home telling the teacher that my mother passed away. I cried to go home but Mr.
Boonterm didn’t allow me to go. I asked Miss Aoy to explain to him so that I could go
home for my mother funeral. I took a bus alone to go home.”
Dr. Poonpit also said that when a deaf person narrates the stories of other
people, he or she reflects three kinds of thought. First, the good thought in terms of the
narrator’s intelligence, cleverness, ability to organize data into a story, and ability to
evaluate text. The proof of this claim can be seen in Chuchart’s narration.
Chuchart shared the story of the sign language interpreter, “When the
interpreter goes to government office with the deaf person, she seems scared of what
she is going to interpret. I think the interpreter should show that the deaf is uneducated
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and pity so that they can get the support money. The money will come to develop all
the deaf people. Actually the government is ready to help. I don’t know the reason
why the interpreter is so scared when facing government officers.”
Second, the bad thought reflects in the story of distrust and negative
encouragement. Panom’s statement supports the claim. He told, “There are deaf
people that always have quarrel, who always panic in everything, and who talk too
much. There are deaf people who borrow money, who get divorce. I see that deaf
culture and hearing culture are different. Sometime deaf people talk over days and
nights. I think it’s their way of life. I talk to my friend for a while and I go home. I
think there is nothing good to talk too long.”
Third, the pride in oneself reflects in the story that show the narrator’s ability
to present in a public place, the ability to gain trust from the other. This pride induces
a deaf person to repeat the same story again and again. There is no specific example
for this claim.
Implications of the Findings
Theoretical Implication
The identity theories that focus on uncertainty reduction in everyday life
would have predicted that deaf participants would have been trying to identify
themselves to the major group in the society in order to be safe. Also, stigmatized
participants would have set their own group with a strong sense of Deaf identity. On
the contrary, deaf participants in this study neither tried hard to blend in to the hearing
world nor did they hold a strong Deaf identity. Even though the life experience of
some participants were not pleasant, the study found no case of hardship or unbearable
way of living a deaf life in Thai society.
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It is not wrong to say that the new theory of communication and identity that
Eisenberg suggested can be used to explain identity construction for the deaf people in
Thailand. The theory emphasizes building up identity on the uncertainties by giving
the self a chance to make sense of its surroundings. This theory promotes a new way
of thinking about fixed truth, as Eisenberg suggested, “once we give up an idea of
fixed truth, we can begin the process of world building with a new and unprecedented
perspective” (2001, p. 549). Deaf participants may not know that they are exercising
this kind of thinking. As discussed above, deaf participants cannot physically free
themselves from deafness, they, therefore, accept what they are and make a living out
on the uncertainties of surroundings.
In the Thai collectivistic culture, social norms and values are framed by a
Buddhist worldview (Podhisita, 1998). The concept of good and bad deeds, or karma,
is embedded in the thought of every Thai person. The inferiority is believed to be the
result of bad deeds. Minority groups in Thailand must have faced the discrimination
problem as the deaf people do. I would suggest that the new theory of communication
and identity can also be used to explain identity construction of other minority groups
in Thailand.
Implications of Empowerment
The new theory of communication and identity also has a practical aspect
which the members of a stigmatized group should consider practicing. The new way
of thinking that identity is not static is helpful in surviving among uncertainties in life.
This thought would ease the feeling of sorrow and disappointment as being inferior to
the majority group in the society.
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Furthermore, as found in this study, deaf people are open, and willing to tell
the story, so the narrative research method should be a very useful method to study
deaf life. Dr. Poonpit recommended that the more deaf people express their stories, the
more they enhance their brain capacity. To have deaf persons telling their stories
would generate positive attitudes toward themselves. However, the process of
interpretation should be carefully considered. It would be very helpful that the
researcher can sign fluently to the deaf participants.
Recommendations for Future Research
As they live in silence, deaf people in Thailand need a lot more channels for
them to express themselves. Any kind of research that brings the deaf life into the
attention of their hearing friends will be essential. However, to be related to this study,
I would recommend scholars investigate deeply the interactions between deaf persons
and each surround. The case study should be most appropriate way for this thorough
investigation. Moreover, the participants in this study were spread out too much in
terms of demographic characteristics. The future research may consider soliciting the
stories from participants in the specific groups such as the specific career group, the
group of similar education level, or the group of the same religion.
The importance of sign language
It is important that future research about the life of the deaf people should be
done totally through sign language. Sign language is the most important key to
unlocking the treasure of a deaf life. Communicating with the deaf through sign
language makes the deaf feel safe. They would reveal their life story more and more
when they feel safe. The lesson is learned from this study that I need to know sign
language as if it is my major language in life. I could not get enough of what I really

239
wanted from the interviews. I encountered the difficulties when I wanted to probe
more deeply in some points, but I could not sign. I encourage the future researchers
who may be interested in exploring the deaf life to be fluent in sign language.
The lack of promoting sign language in public is also the problem. There are
many hearing people I know who are interested in sign language. These people can be
the researchers who study the life of the deaf people in various aspects.
Deaf people in Thailand are friendly and willing to share their stories to the
hearing world. This study makes me think that it is not these deaf people who are deaf.
Instead, it is the hearing people who turn the deaf ear to them. Research of all kinds
that represent the deaf life-story would act like a hearing aid to the people in the
hearing world.
Conclusion
Throughout this study, there are the stories of the deaf life told in so many
aspects. Every story reflects identity of the narrator. Deaf people in Thailand see
themselves as inferior to the majority hearing people. Deaf people have their own way
of balancing the feeling toward the fact that they are different in the major society. To
spell out the depressed feeling is one way to keep a balance of life.
Due to the collectivistic character of Thai culture, deaf people in Thailand
need to be counted as members of Thai society. The narratives of deaf Thai reveal that
even though they cannot hear sounds, deaf people in Thailand can feel the ignorance
in the eyes of hearing people in the society. The deaf Thai are waiting for more
chances to say something to the world. They need support of all kind to deliver their
thoughts and introduce themselves to the society. This study is one of the rare
opportunities for the deaf people to share their worldview. The narratives of deaf Thai
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in this study disclose the fact that there are deaf people in Thai society who deserve
recognition from other social members.
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