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A Philosophical Analysis of ASL-English Bilingual Publishing

teresa blankmeyer burke

Deaf academics whose work engages aspects of deaf community and populations 
are faced with the question of whether there is an ethical obligation to share their 
work with the relevant signing deaf communities in a more accessible format, 
such as their signed language. If so, this raises a host of complicated ethical issues 
around the hidden labor this obligation imposes in academic institutional struc-
tures that are not designed to support such work.

“Nothing about us without us” is a common slogan used in disability protests 
and advocacy movements.1 It is not just a rallying cry but a normative judgment 
and prescriptive imperative. By normative, I mean it is a claim about what is the 
right thing to do ethically; by prescriptive, I mean it is a claim about what action 
one ought to take. For academics who use a signed language, a frequently occur-
ring question is whether one has a moral obligation to share their work when 
the work features or concerns or otherwise affects signing Deaf people and their 
communities.

In this chapter, I begin by considering whether existing codes of ethics and 
professional expectations of conduct can provide guidance to signing academics. 
Following this, I ask whether such resources for the professoriate might satisfy 
the ethical obligations of signing academics, especially those working with deaf 
populations. This includes questions of what research findings should be shared, 
with whom, and how to share them. I then turn to the question of where to share 
one’s academic work, offering a brief sketch of what might count as a signed 
language text. To illustrate this, I present two projects I worked on and highlight 
the ethical and epistemological issues raised in the course of these endeavors. 
Finally, I conclude with some suggestions of future directions for others think-
ing through the philosophical issues raised in ASL-English bilingual publishing.

Codes of Ethics and Professional Expectations

What does it mean to say that one has moral obligations as an academic 
researcher or scholar? One approach might be to consider what ethical expecta-
tions are at play in the creation of academic products such as conference presen
tations, journal articles, and books. A starting point for this could be codified 
ethical expectations, such as the American Association of University Professors’ 
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(2009) “Statement on Professional Ethics”2 or the “Core Practices” of the Com-
mittee on Publishing Ethics (n.d.)3, which provide guidance for ethical scholar-
ship and ethical publication standards.

Yet these guidelines are often written from a “god’s-eye view” that presumes 
a universal white, middle-class, cis-gendered (but presumably male), straight, 
able-bodied, and Hearing perspective. Race, ethnicity, gender, and disability ori-
entations are not even named. An implicit argument for this approach is that 
not naming various identity perspectives contributes to the universality of the 
expectations of the professoriate with no exceptions; another perspective is that 
ignoring identity perspectives contributes to the ethical concerns of hidden labor 
conferred by various positions within the academy. Just because such obligations 
are unnamed does not mean that they are not present.

The reader might push back on my assessment of the universal view, noting 
that the American Association of University Professors’ “Statement on Profes-
sional Ethics” discusses scholarly obligations and other obligations of the pro-
fessoriate, including the responsibilities to one’s subject (noted in item 5 of the 
statement) and to one’s institution (noted in item 4).4 While the statement is 
heavily influenced by the concept of academic freedom, it also considers the 
weighing and balancing of competing obligations. Taking these one at a time, the 
first section includes the ethical responsibility of the advancement of knowledge, 
including “[exercising] critical self-discipline and judgment in using, extending, 
and transmitting knowledge” (American Association of University Professors 
2009). While it does not designate who ought to be the recipient of such knowl-
edge, judgment regarding the transmission of knowledge can also be found in 
other learned societies’ codes of ethic or conduct.

For example, the American Anthropological Association’s (2012) “Statement 
on Ethics”5 takes particular care to note the importance of the relationship 
between the researcher scholar and the research participant, and to articulate 
the responsibilities that fall on the anthropological scholar, given the nature of 
their work and positionality within many different kinds of social structures and 
communities: “Anthropologists must be sensitive to the power differentials, con-
straints, interests and expectations characteristic of all relationships. In a field 
of such complex rights, responsibilities, and involvements, it is inevitable that 
misunderstandings, conflicts, and the need to make difficult choices will arise. 
Anthropologists are responsible for grappling with such difficulties and strug-
gling to resolve them in ways compatible with the principles stated here.”6

Signed language linguists are another group of scholars who have engaged 
substantially with signing deaf communities in their work. The Sign Language 
Linguistics Society (2016) has created an “Ethics Statement for Sign Lan-
guage Research” that specifically takes up three issues: responsibility to deaf 
individuals, responsibility to deaf communities, and responsibility to scholar-
ship and the public.7 Although this ethics statement does not specifically call for 
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researchers to translate the results of their research into the relevant signed lan-
guage, it does contain the exhortation, “Sign linguists must also strive to make 
their research results available to the broader, non-specialized audience,” which, 
by extension, at least suggests the possibility that these results be made available 
to the individuals and communities on whom such research has been conducted.8

A Sense of Duty: Reciprocity and Justice

Professional codes of ethics created by various learned societies are one structure 
within the academy that can guide scholars. Such instrumental devices function 
as a mechanism for keeping scholars compliant with minimal expectations of 
ethical conduct. Accordingly, while it may be argued that scholars whose work 
involves or engages with signing Deaf communities ought to disseminate their 
research, it can also be argued that to call for this dissemination is to call for deaf 
academics to engage in supererogatory behavior. In other words, knowledge dis-
semination of products in signed language designed to be distributed to signing 
Deaf communities is a good thing in practice, but there is no duty to do this. 
Such dissemination goes beyond the ethical duties of the researcher and should 
only take place in certain narrowly defined contexts, such as those noted in the 
Sign Language Linguistics Society’s “Statement on Ethics,” where the language is 
the subject of the research.

An alternative approach might be not just to appeal to the statements on eth-
ics of one’s professional and learned societies but also to consider the ethics of 
the other communities one belongs to. The scope of this chapter does not permit 
the analysis of various theoretical ethical foundations. My work as an applied 
ethicist has three influences: virtual theory, nonideal theory, and moral particu-
larism. I have argued elsewhere that virtue ethics is a helpful lens with which to 
view the signing Deaf community, since the fine-grained aspects of identifying 
virtues in a particular context can sharpen differences between a mainstream 
hearing orientation and a Deaf-centric one.9

One behavior that is cherished within the signing Deaf spaces I have inhab-
ited is information sharing. This is often the province of an educated deaf person 
who has sophisticated English literacy skills. Such a person gets called up in the 
signing Deaf community to share information that may be primarily available in 
English text, such as local news stories. While mainstream news programs are 
captioned, and there are now sources of news available in ASL (e.g., Daily Moth, 
DPAN), the latter tend to either focus on big national news stories or feature 
articles of particular interest to members of the signing Deaf community. Local 
journalism is rarely made available in ASL, so it is frequently a topic of interest 
that those in the Deaf community ask to be relayed and expanded on. This prac-
tice of information sharing is reciprocal and symmetrical between signed and 
spoken languages. For example, a deaf person who has learned ASL later in life 
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as a second language may miss key parts of the conversation in ASL. An ASL-
fluent Deaf person will then take on the information-sharing role by clarifying 
and expanding on culturally relevant content and using code-switching to add 
more English-like grammar and mouthing to get the message across.

This behavior of information sharing is associated with a cluster of related 
virtues. These include the virtues of transparency, reciprocity, inclusive justice, 
and respect. Given the shared deaf experience of exclusion from communica-
tion, it is not difficult to see why this has emerged as a cherished value. Even if 
one is a signing Deaf person who is also a speech reader or a signing Deaf person 
with voice privileges, this remains a universally shared deaf experience.10 Setting 
is also important—the educational experiences of many deaf individuals fre-
quently are framed as taking place in schools that are not portals to knowledge 
but rather places of partial inclusion and partial exclusion.11

If a signing Deaf academic takes up these virtues as part of their moral out-
look, these not only buttress the guidance provided in the learned society’s state-
ments on ethics but provide a path to moral reasoning that is deaf-centric. This 
may not be the case for signing hearing academics, whose landscape of moral 
virtues may not be highlighted in the same way. That said, an instructive ana-
logue might be to look at how hearing signed-language interpreters have consid-
ered the virtue of reciprocity.12

What to Share?

Suppose the researcher has convinced themselves that they do have a moral obli-
gation to share her research products with the signing deaf community. This 
raises the question of audience. Who is the audience? Is it other deaf academ-
ics, most of whom are adept in a written language that may not be their first 
language? This can be assumed due to the gatekeeping function of the PhD dis-
sertation requirement to enter the professoriate—it is quite uncommon for a 
PhD dissertation to be produced in a signed language. The benefit to rendering 
an academic article written in English into signed academic ASL is that it may 
be more accessible to deaf academics, and those possibly aspiring to be deaf aca-
demics. The disadvantage of narrowing one’s work to an extremely small group 
of “readers” is that the work and time cost of this endeavor does not advantage 
the scholar in the current academic climate, where little recognition is bestowed 
for translation of one’s own work. Translation of another’s work can be regarded 
as a scholarly endeavor, particularly in translation studies and adjacent fields.13

But wait—the goal here is not to assess how to reward the signing deaf aca-
demic but to examine the ethical issues regarding the dissemination of their 
findings in an accessible format. Why should the deaf academic care about the 
lack of recognition for doing this work? Here is where it gets a little tricky. Deaf 
academics do not exist in a vacuum, or even in a system that is designed to 
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support them. Instead, the system of academia reflects the experiences of those 
who initially had access to work within this system—namely, white hearing 
males. An especially pithy acknowledgment of this is the “coincidental” overlap 
of the tenure clock with the biological clock of those who can give birth. While 
adjustments have been made to the tenure clock system that allow for this, it 
should be noted that the system still permeates the academy. The analogy carries 
for the deaf academic, who exists within a system that has been established by 
hearing individuals (the vast majority of whom do not sign).

In general, translation of one’s own work does not reap much reward in the 
academy. If one does opt to engage in this work as a moral imperative, the result 
is time and energy away from projects that would result in more reward, whether 
these are academic projects or personal projects. While academic, this work is 
more likely to be viewed as an act of service than scholarship in most US aca-
demic systems.

How to Share It?

Once a signing deaf academic has decided that they have a moral obligation 
to share their research with other signing deaf individuals, whether other deaf 
academics or members of the signing deaf community at large, the next ques-
tion is how it ought to be shared. This raises ethical questions connected with 
copyright, production, and academic language modeling. In this section, I will 
address each of these in turn.

The typical copyright agreement for authors usually does not include a state-
ment regarding the author’s right to translate the work into a signed language as 
a matter of accessibility or disability accommodation. This emphasis on acces-
sibility is distinct from the question of translation, which can be included in 
contractual language and may have constraints that have been developed with 
written versions of spoken languages in mind. If the audience is an academic 
one (or even if it is not), additional copyright issues arise regarding the logistics 
of housing: Where will such a document reside? Will it be open access? Will it 
be located on the publisher’s website? The academic’s institutional repository? 
Will the publisher or the academic be responsible for quality control and web 
maintenance?

Questions of production involve resource allocation issues of time and money. 
While it is possible to throw up a green screen backdrop and record oneself 
signing from a laptop or phone, an unedited or lightly edited video recording 
is more likely to be perceived as an information academic product (e.g., vlog) 
than as a research document summary. Additionally, not all academics have 
sophisticated or even sufficient video editing skills. Although deaf academics 
typically have more experience seeing themselves on video (especially before 
the pandemic) due to the wide use of videophones, this experience is helpful in 
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giving one a sense of the parameters of the signing space, but it usually doesn’t 
involve careful management of lighting for production purposes. Since the novel 
coronavirus pandemic’s shift to virtual teaching, signing and nonsigning aca-
demics have acquired an increased sense of what is needed to make a stream-
ing video more engaging, including strategic use of lighting. Case in point, my 
standing desk setup has nine sources of light, including two natural light sources 
that are managed throughout the day. Again, streaming video and vlogging are 
roughly equivalent to teaching (or giving a talk) and blogging. The production 
value requirements are low, and it is assumed that the person who is doing the 
speaking or unedited writing is doing this on their own without a production 
crew. While there are some academic blogs that provide editing and some peer 
feedback, this is not common practice. In order to produce polished and sophis-
ticated published content in ASL, it is helpful to pull in others, just as is done 
with editorial support in written English academic publications.

Let me recount my experience of working with the Deaf Studies Digital Jour-
nal (DSDJ) to produce an (as yet unpublished) ASL article. DSDJ is one of very 
few peer-reviewed academic journals that publish bilingually in ASL and writ-
ten English. Articles may appear in ASL, English, or both languages. The pro
cess of reviewing is done in both languages, with both ASL and English articles 
reviewed in shortened versions, rather than full length. This is in part due to a 
desire for equity—the production of ASL content is much more labor intensive, 
involving multiple individuals, and the current resource structure at Gallaudet 
University, where DSDJ is housed, is such that the production costs of accepted 
ASL articles come under the DSDJ budget, rather than being allocated to indi-
vidual faculty members who are working on their own articles. This decision to 
treat submissions in different modalities differently is just one acknowledgment 
of the inequity experienced by signing deaf academics.

The economic and temporal costs of production are entwined with the issue 
of academic quality. Academic print publishing requires peer review, revision, 
copyediting, and proofreading. What might this look like for publishing in ASL? 
Is it necessary to require a similar means of production with checks and bal-
ances? As with most instances of translation, the issue is not whether the content 
of the scholarly argument passes muster, but whether the content of the transla-
tion sufficiently conveys the original.

If the goal is to produce an academic ASL article that is equivalent to the 
English version, it is possible that an ASL master (an individual who is fluent 
in ASL and can produce academic ASL and discuss editorial choices) may be 
needed. Who will do the translation is another matter—should the signer be the 
original author? This will depend on the ASL skills of the author. The bias of US 
academia toward mastery of written English can have the resultant effect of fil-
tering out promising signing deaf academics from the pipeline if they are not 
English natives and need some support for their writing. Currently the structure 
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of the academy does not provide (in general) such support for ASL or English. 
Even Gallaudet University, which has a mission statement proclaiming its com-
mitment to two official languages of ASL and written English, is still building 
such infrastructure for its faculty.14

Additionally, there are other matters of quality control—if an ASL master is 
hired to focus on the academic ASL content, they may not have the background 
and training to assess the nuances of the disciplinary norms and how to adju-
dicate those with the requirements of the discipline. This is also a challenge for 
interpreters, which I have explained in a blog entry in Disabled Philosophers 
(Burke 2011), using the philosophical term de re as an illustration.15 While these 
distinctions can be parsed through discussion between the original author and 
the ASL master, this becomes more challenging when neither has the sophistica-
tion of the other’s domain. This is, of course, a problem of translation generally, 
but it can be more time consuming when it must be done in a language that does 
not have a widely accepted written version.

As a case in point, when I am working with translators who have rendered 
my work into German or Spanish, I often have discussions with them in writ-
ten English about the choice of a given word or phrase—while my knowledge 
of German and Spanish is not that of a native, I have read enough philosophical 
texts in both languages to have a sense of how things are worded. My work is 
usually translated in Deaf studies publications, so the translator is not an expert 
in my academic discipline—setting up a situation somewhat analogous to the 
ASL master challenge. When such discussions about phrasing or word choice 
occur in ASL, the author and master often either must make videos and send 
them back and forth, which takes more time and advance notice to set up than 
typing on a keyboard, or make an appointment to have a conversation about the 
ASL choices in real time. Making a video requires that one has sufficient lighting 
conditions and perhaps privacy, depending on the setting and one’s concerns 
about sharing research before it is published. This may be further complicated 
depending on where the language resides on the high-context-to-low-context 
continuum.16

Phonocentrism and Chirocentric Sign Language Publications

In 2018 I participated in a National Endowment for the Humanities Summer 
Institute titled “The Book: Material Histories and Digital Futures.”17 This insti-
tute brought together scholars from various humanities disciplines, including 
book arts, book history, literary criticism, and library sciences, and a smatter-
ing of other humanists, including ones from environmental studies, philosophy, 
and English. The research question I brought to this seminar was, “What does 
a book written in a signed language look like?” My lens for this question was 
metaphysical: In thinking about the form of a book, what would make a book 
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a signed language book? This is a different sort of question from what makes a 
book have signed language content. My proposal suggested that there were four 
different forms of signed language books in ASL, the signed language I am most 
familiar with. These were the following: books that are written in one of the 
many sign writing systems developed to represent ASL, books written in English 
using ASL gloss, books written in ASL-friendly English, and books created in a 
hybrid of ASL and English, which may be electronic or made with more tradi-
tional materials.

The forms of ASL books that currently exist are an answer to a different ques-
tion: What forms do currently existing signed language books take (in ASL)? To 
answer the question of possible forms for signed language books more generally 
requires a shift in focus from those books that feature signed language content 
to the existent and potentially existent metaphysical and ontological forms of 
said books.

My first attempt to consider what would make a book a signed language book 
was to look at the different forms of signed language books. The earliest versions 
included codex structured bilingual dictionaries, though usually these diction-
aries had asymmetrical content and were severely abridged. These typically had 
alphabetized groupings of the dominant written language words accompanied by 
drawings of a corresponding sign, meaning that someone who knew the domi-
nant language could use these as a dictionary, but the books lacked organization 
for people who were not literate in the dominant language. Sometimes these 
books provided a one-to-one correspondence with the manual alphabet and 
written alphabet. It should be noted that the manual alphabet is predicated on 
the written version of the spoken alphabet (i.e., a phonetic alphabet).

These books followed the material structure of books at the time—they used 
paper or similar material on which drawings of signed language words and writ-
ten, spoken language text appeared. These pages were usually bound between 
covers that protected the pages—the first iteration of the form of a signed lan-
guage book replicates the materiality of books written by spoken language users. 
This is not surprising, since a uniform system of writing signed languages had 
and has yet to emerge—they were phonocentric, not chirocentric.

The invention of film provides a way to record stories in signed languages. As 
Deaf studies scholars know, the National Association of the Deaf, in the early 
1900s filmed several signers in a variety of contexts in response to their concerns 
that signed languages were potentially en route to becoming endangered.18 Yet 
this raises a somewhat different metaphysical question: Is a filmed story in signed 
language a book? If so, are there relevant features that distinguish a filmed spo-
ken language storytelling event and a filmed signed language storytelling event 
as a book? Is the difference in modality sufficient for such a claim? One criterion 
for a videobook to be a signed language book might be that it must contain a 
frozen (fixed) text similar to that of an audiobook. This is one example of this 
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stipulation, but the lack of a standard sign writing system raises the question of 
whether more than one modality is required.19 With audiobooks, the original 
source book text is in the written modality of the English language, which is then 
transformed into spoken English when it is read. For videobooks, the original 
source text is often identical with the video product.

The innovation of digital recording and editing brings forth a few chirocen-
tric examples of bilingual ASL-English books. Recently, three book models have 
broadened the idea of the signed language book. The Baobab, produced by the 
Gallaudet Visual Language and Visual Learning Center (Malzkuhn et al. 2013), is 
a bilingual ASL-English digital children’s book with English text and watercolor 
pictures containing a central image of a signer who recounts the story on the 
page in ASL.20 The book includes an English-to-ASL lexicon, which allows 
the budding reader to look up the English word and see (read) the word (sign) 
and definition in ASL. Yet, like so many ASL-English projects, this is an asym-
metrical lexicon that does not allow the reader to look up the ASL word and find 
the English word and English definition.

The psychology textbook Research and Evaluation in Education and Psychol
ogy uses a different approach to making the written English text accessible in 
ASL with the development of an ASL companion volume.21 The ASL compan-
ion volume is a separate video text that features summary vignettes by native 
ASL speakers with academic training in the field (see, e.g., Harris and Williams 
2017). Authorship for each version, English and ASL, is separate. This partner-
ship model is one that may be instructive for signing deaf academics wishing to 
make their work accessible in ASL.

Yet another approach is that used by the DSDJ, the ASL-English bilingual 
academic journal, which was founded by and first edited by H. L. Dirksen Bau-
mann and is now edited by Patrick Boudreault.22 While it is an academic journal 
and not a book, I believe its publishing model could easily be adapted to a book 
format. Each article is presented bilingually as one document in the table of con-
tents, with ASL video and English text provided in separate translations.

Proof of Concept: The Signed Language Book Metabook

Where does a signed language book begin? Can a “pure” sign language book 
exist, and if so, what is the material form of such a book? In addition to writing 
about the philosophical aspects of ASL publishing, during the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities Summer Institute I attended, I was also required to 
create a book for an exhibition that would take place at the end of the program 
at the Salt Lake City Main Library.23 My book project was a proof-of-concept 
book—I wanted to explore the possibility of creating a book in ASL without 
using any English text. This would create a new category of ASL books in addi-
tion to the four I had listed earlier. This new category of signed language book 
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would exist solely in the video format of ASL, with no English or spoken language 
text. While the material books published in written forms of signed language text 
also contain no English, the book form I attempted uses video clips as frozen 
text rather than a written system. One might liken this to an audiobook read 
by the author, with one critical difference—instead of the book being produced 
in one modality and converted to another modality, this book is produced in 
the same modality as the final form. I titled this proof of concept work The Sign 
Language MetaBook.

The first order of business was to choose a publishing platform that would (as 
much as possible) minimize the English content in the structure of the book. 
I opted to use Scalar, a free open-source online publishing program from the 
Alliance for Networking Visual Culture (n.d.) “designed to make it easy for 
authors to write long-form, born-digital scholarship online.”24 While there were 
certain English formatting constraints I could not get around, such as the table 
of contents, I was able to make the table of contents bilingual, adding video clips 
of the book sections in ASL to the English “skeleton” structure. These short video 
clips showed fingerspelling of each chapter’s title. One challenge in producing 
bilingual content is the variability of translation. In part because I wanted to 
focus on philosophical concepts that had a rich history in English (more on this 
later), I opted to fingerspell the titles of these chapters.

In order to move toward what I have called Deaf philosophy,25 each chapter’s 
content was produced in ASL using iMovie and saved on Vimeo. My process for 
developing my thoughts and arguments in ASL paralleled my writing process in 
English. That is, I usually spend a lot of time thinking about what I want to pro-
duce before I ever start to capture it on a screen (written or signed). This includes 
sharpening the questions I want to ask, considering what the structure of my argu-
ment looks like (I often end up assigning parts of the argument in space as I think 
through it, whether that is in English or ASL), and thinking through objections 
and replies to various iterations of the arguments and subarguments. Although 
I did not consciously set out to follow my English language approach to thinking 
philosophically, I did set for myself the expectation that my philosophical think-
ing would include argumentation. Having taught philosophy in ASL for seventeen 
years at Gallaudet, I have developed a philosophical style in this language.26

The Scalar platform has its limitations, and I expected that the response of 
my colleagues and others viewing The Signed Language Book Metabook (all 
hearing, none fluent in ASL) might be to critique the structure of the design of 
the book, since we had spent a considerable amount of time talking about the 
metaphysics and ontology of book structure. The feedback I most often received 
was a request for a translation of The Signed Language Book Metabook, despite 
my initial description of my project as one that would not involve any English. 
This ironic response, given the context of my project, is worth mulling over in 
light of the ethical issues I raised earlier about access to research and scholarship 
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on signing deaf communities. It not only positions academic English language 
access as an entitlement but also illuminates the question of whose labor will 
go into this access. It is not likely that a nonsigning academic will embark on a 
course of ASL study in order to access this work.

ASL Core Philosophical Lexicon Dictionary

Before my proof-of-concept signed language book experiment, I worked with a 
team to produce a more traditional kind of ASL digital book, a dictionary of phil-
osophical signs in academic ASL. As with The Signed Language Book Metabook, 
this project was conceived through a deaf-centric frame, involving a signing sub-
ject matter expert (me); four ASL masters, including two who had previously 
studied philosophy at the college level; three hearing sign language interpret-
ers who, combined, had several decades of experience interpreting philosophy 
courses taught in spoken English by nonsigning hearing professors at the Roch-
ester Institute of Technology; a video camera crew to capture the discussions 
(there were three cameras in the room as we worked so that all conversations 
would be captured); and a website designer and editor. The labor for this project 
in the initial phase required ten people. Contrast this to the proof-of-concept 
book, in which I did the bulk of the work and only needed a cameraperson to 
assist with the video filming, which just needed to be sufficient to establish the 
concept and not done at the polished level required for academic publication.

The question of what counts as deaf-centric is complex and goes beyond the 
scope of this chapter. I will sketch out my reasons for why the originally titled 
“Philosophical Lexicon in ASL” project ought to count as a deaf-centric 
endeavor. This project was originally proposed by Miriam Lerner, an interpreter 
for the National Technical Institute for the Deaf at the Rochester Institute of 
Technology, using an in-house small grant fund from the Rochester Institute 
of Technology. Lerner and I corresponded for years before the project began, in 
part because she was so insistent that the project of generating an ASL lexicon 
for academic philosophy needed to have native and near-native signers at the 
center. I was initially hesitant to participate. Even though I have been teaching 
philosophy in ASL at Gallaudet University for nearly two decades, I am not an 
ASL-native signer and do not have the native language intuition that many of my 
colleagues do at Gallaudet. That said, I did come around to acknowledge Lerner’s 
point that since there were no native ASL speakers with doctorates in academic 
philosophy, I was uniquely positioned to work on this project. Despite my L2 sta-
tus, my knowledge of academic philosophy, including my experience teaching it 
in English and in ASL, when combined with the depth of knowledge of our ASL 
masters, would result in the needed expertise.

What made this project deaf-centric was not only the all-deaf team at the 
heart of generating content but our commitment to developing a process that 
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prioritized the collaborative effort of the ASL masters, with their native language 
users’ intuition, my expertise as the philosophy content expert, and the inter-
preters’ collective experience interpreting philosophy classes. From the very first 
word we discussed a definition for (aesthetics), we were heavily engaged in being 
respectful of the history of language appropriation in deaf education, the oppres-
sive nature of sign creation by nonnative users of the language, and the specific 
and narrow aim of this project, which was to provide ASL vocabulary for deaf 
students and their interpreters in undergraduate general education philosophy 
courses. If others found it useful and it received uptake in the deaf academic 
community, that would be a side benefit, but it was not the primary aim.

Two other observations about this project deserve attention. First, for deaf 
academics who wish to embark on a similar project, this kind of work typically 
does not count as scholarship but rather falls under service to the profession. In 
the US tenure track, academics are evaluated in three areas: research, teaching, 
and service to the profession. Service is the least prestigious category, and junior 
academics are cautioned to invest the bulk of their time in research and teach-
ing rather than service—at least until they have obtained tenure. Despite the 
philosophical issues that emerged during the course of this project, including 
applied ethics and applied epistemology—both of which fall under my research 
agenda—there was little work-related incentive for me to pursue this project. The 
second observation is tied to the theme of hidden labor for deaf academics that 
I’ve woven throughout this chapter. If projects like this are needed (and I think 
that the need is indisputable), and ought to be carried out in a deaf-centric way 
in order to mitigate concern about cultural and language appropriation, then this 
is a task for deaf academics. At present, deaf academics who take on such spe-
cialized signed language lexicon projects are not rewarded for this labor under 
the current system of evaluating academics. This means that the system for how 
deaf (and disabled) academics are evaluated needs to be revised, and probably 
overhauled, in order to provide equity in the academy.

Future Directions

In this chapter I have identified several topics that could benefit from further 
analysis, beginning with the question of what the ethical obligations are for 
scholars who are bilingual in ASL and English to share our work as academics 
with the signing Deaf community. If the work of academics belongs to society, 
as I believe it does, the question of access and inclusion must be addressed. This 
will require the academy to evaluate its structural audism, including the impact 
of hidden labor and the absence of robust structures for evaluating the work 
of signing deaf academics in particular, who are called on to provide service 
through representation and as members of the signing deaf community who 
have unique access to information.
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The COVID-19 pandemic brought an awareness of social inequity to the 
mainstream in a variety of ways, most notably in the areas of health care and 
education. The racial reckoning groundswell that captured the attention of the 
world in response to the murder of George Floyd raised awareness of the impact 
of race on this inequity. The social upheaval of the pandemic has provided an 
opportunity for all of us to evaluate current social structures, including those in 
the academy, and to develop law and policy that attempt to address these inequi-
ties, including those of ableism and audism. It is my hope that academics and 
educators will seize this moment to call for transformative change—carpe diem!
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