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History of sign language

o It is not known which sign language was the first or how sign languages developed because there are not
enough records about them.

e The oldest record of the deaf appears in the Jewish law Talamud (1000 BC), which denies deaf people the
right to own property. In ancient times, killing people with disabilities, including the deaf, was a common
practice. Plato (Greek philosopher) believed that the deaf are not capable of thinking or presenting their own
ideas because they do not speak, and speech was considered as an external indicator of intelligence. Plato's
student Aristotle declared deaf people barbarians as the Greek language was considered a perfect language,
all those who did not speak it were declared barbarians or savages. Deaf people were denied the right to
education under the assumption that if they can't hear, they can't learn.

 In the time of ancient Rome, people who were born deaf were legally forbidden to marry and had to have
guardians. In contrast to them, persons who subsequently lost their hearing were full citizens.

e During the Middle Ages, deaf people were classified as sick, and were even considered to be possessed by evil
spirits due to their inability to speak (they spoke very strangely or not at all). The Middle Ages saw deafness
as a punishment from God, and they were forbidden to enter the church - hearing was considered a gift from
God, and since deaf people cannot hear God's word, their souls could not be saved.
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 In the 16th century, Benedictine monks, under a vow of silence, devised signs as a substitute for
speech. Today, it is assumed that these signs were used in teaching deaf children. Pedro Ponce de
Leon, a Spanish Benedictine was the first teacher who taught hearing impaired people, he specifically
taught the deaf sons of Spanish nobles so that they could take over their inheritances - he taught
them to read, write and speak. He is considered the founder of the classical oral method as he taught
his students to read speech from faces and lips.

o A student of Ponec's school, Juan Pablo Bonet, designed a communication system for deaf people
which was based on the manual alphabet. He also wrote the first book on deaf education.

e In 1771, the first public school for the deaf and dumb was founded in Paris. Its founder was Charles
Michael de L'Epee. Today, he is considered the father of the deaf, and from that year, more
systematic education of the deaf began. He created a system of signs, calling it "methodical signs"and
compiled the first sign dictionary for the deaf.

e During the 19th century, a number of schools for the deaf were opened in the United States

Kingdom and Mexico. In those schools, the sigh method was used and this time was considered as
the golden age of sign language.



e In the USA, Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet founded in 1817 the first American national school for
deafness that still exists today. The sign method was used in that school. As part of the school, a
college was founded (1864), which received university status in 1986, and today it is known as the
humanities university with programs and teaching adapted to deaf and hard of hearing people.

e In 1880, a congress was held in Milan - the International Conference onthe Education of the Deaf,
where the use of sign languages in schools for the deaf was prohibited and the oral method was
introduced in the education of the deaf, and since then the era of oralism began which is known as
"the dark age" in the history of the deaf. After the congress, there was a sudden dismissal of deaf
teachers, but also a decline in the quality of deaf education since lessons were no longer conducted in
sign language. In most countries, the only method of verbal communication (oral method) was used.
Sign language was thought to slow down and even prevent intellectual development. The oral
method of education is based on learning and mastering the spoken language and sign language was
considered less valuable.

o Alexander Graham Bell (inventor of the telephone; his mother and wife were deaf) was a major
supporter of oral access, even opposing deaf intermarriage.

« The World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) was founded on September 23, 1951 in Rome. Today it is
one of the oldest international organizations of people with disabilities in the world.



International Day of Sign Language

« According to the World Federation of the Deaf, there are more than 70 million deaf people worldwide. Collectively, they
use more than 300 different sign languages.

« The UN General Assembly has proclaimed 23 September as the International day of Sign Languages in order to raise
awareness of the importance of sign language in the full realization of the human rights ofpeople who are deaf. The
International Day of Sign Languages is a unique opportunity to support and protect the linguistic identity and cultural
diversity of all deaf people and other sign language users.

e The resolution establishing the day acknowledges that early access to sign language and services in sign language,
including quality education available in sign language, is vital to the growth and development of the deaf individual and
critical to the achievement of the internationally agreed development goals. It recognizes the importance of preserving
sign languages as part of linguistic and cultural diversity. It also emphasizes the principle of “nothing about us
without us” in terms of working with Deaf communities.

« The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities recognizes and promotes the use of sign languages. It makes
clear that sign languages are equal in status to spoken languages and obligates states parties to facilitate the learning of
sign language and promote the linguistic identity of the Deaf community.



« The legal recognition of signed languages differs widely. In some jurisdictions (countries, states, provinces or
regions), a sign language is recognised as an official language; in others, it has a protected status in certain areas
(such as education).

e Recognizing sign language as an official language within any country could help to create better access to the
language. Children would have the opportunity to learn it in schools, and more resources would become available for
those that rely on sign language to communicate. However, due to the status of sign language worldwide, there is a
fear that the language will eventually die out. This is something that we must try to prevent to allow for better
opportunities for the deaf community. Lots of people that are either deaf or hard of hearing will rely on sign language
in order to take part in the community. If the language is recognized, then there will be more access to it. It would help
to create more employment opportunities and raise more awareness in the public.

« Welcome to the world of Sign language!
 Sign language is a type of language that uses hand movements, facial expressions and body language to communicate.

It is used predominantly by the deaf, but it is also used by some hearing people, most often families and relatives of the
deaf, and interpreters who enable the deaf and wider communities to communicate with each other.

« As a natural language of deaf people, it serves to communicate, express thoughts and emotions in the same way as
spoken languages. Although throughout history we have come across non-recognition of sign language, today there are

numerous studies that prove that it is a language.



e In recent years, we have noticed a growing interest in learning sign language. We would like you to
approach this course with knowledge that you can master it only through practice and active participation
in the Deaf community. Like any language, it is neither quick nor easy to acquire. Moreover, the very
modality of the language represents a great challenge in learning, considering that it is not acquired by
listening, but by watching, and it has been shown that it is very difficult for beginners in learning to notice
subtle differences in signs.

e« We feel it is important to be familiar with some facts regarding the development of sign language so in the
learning materials you will find a short overview of the history of sign language which will give you a clear

picture of what deaf people struggle throughout the years.




International Sign

o International Sign (IS) is a pidgin sign language which is used in a variety of different contexts, particularly as
an international auxiliary language at meetings such as the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) congress, in
some European Union settings.

e While the more commonly used term is International Sign, it is sometimes referred to as Gestuno,[1] or
International Sign Pidgin and International Gesture (IG). International Sign (IS) is a term used by the World

Federation of the Deaf (WFD) and other international organisations.

o History
Deaf people in the Western and Middle Eastern world have gathered together using sign language for 2,000
years.

When Deaf people from different sign language backgrounds get together, a variety of sign language arises from
this contact, whether it is in an informal personal context or in a formal international context. Deaf people have
therefore used a kind of auxiliary gestural system for international communication at sporting or cultural events
since the early 19th century.

1.British Deaf Association. (1975). Gestuno: International sign language of the deaf. Carlisle, England: BDA.
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e The need to standardise an international sign system was discussed at the first World Deaf Congress in 1951,
when the WFD was formed. In the following years, a pidgin developed as the delegates from different
language backgrounds communicated with each other, and in 1973, a WFD committee ("the Commission of
Unification of Signs") published a standardized vocabulary.

e They selected "naturally spontaneous and easy signs in common use by deaf people of different countries" to
make the language easy to learn. A book published by the commission in 1975, Gestuno: International Sign
Language of the Deaf, contains a vocabulary list of 1,470 signs. The name Gestuno was chosen, referencing
gesture and oneness.

« However, when Gestuno was first used at the WFD congress in Bulgaria in 1976, it was incomprehensible to
deaf participants. Subsequently, it was developed informally by deaf and hearing interpreters, and came to
include more grammar, especially linguistic features that are thought to be universal among sign languages,
such as role shifting, movement repetitions, the use of signing space, and classifiers. Additionally, the
vocabulary was gradually replaced by more iconic signs and loan signs from various sign languages.|[citation
needed]



e The first training course in Gestuno was conducted in Copenhagen in 1977 to prepare interpreters for the
5th World Conference on Deafness. Sponsored by the Danish Association of the Deaf and the University of

Copenhagen, the course was designed by Robert M. Ingram and taught by Betty L. Ingram, two American
interpreters of deaf parents.

« The name Gestuno has fallen out of use, and the phrase International Sign is now more commonly used in

English to identify this variety of sign. This may be because current IS has little in common with the signs
published under the name Gestuno.[citation needed]
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