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Since the 1950s, the field of sign linguistics has been developing as a recognised sub-discipline within linguistics. Numerous national sign languages have now begun to be mapped out in structural terms  (see papers in collections edited by Prillwitz & Vollhaber 1990; Brennan & Turner 1991; Ahlgren, Bergman & Brennan 1994; Bos & Schermer 1995; and many others) and mainstream linguists have become increasingly sensitized to the potential theoretical implications of these analyses. In the same way, the sociolinguistics of sign languages has been a major area of development, with a number of key collections charting progress in identifying both particular and generalizable insights from around the globe (eg Lucas 1989; Lucas 2001; Monaghan, Nakamura, Schmalling & Turner 2003). Most significantly, perhaps, the field now boasts journals covering topics relating to sign language, from the wide-ranging US-based pioneer Sign Language Studies to more recent indications of the maturity of the field through more narrowly-focussed journals in sign linguistics (International Journal of Sign Language & Linguistics) and sociolinguistics (Sociolinguistics in Deaf Communities).

In the wider social world, recognition has been slow to follow. The implications of identifying signed languages as bona fide languages cut across all areas of public life (Turner, in press) – education, employment, health, law and order, culture and the media and so forth. The evolving relationship with institutions has had and will continue to have major implications for what Ladd (2003) calls ‘Deafhood’ – Deaf people, Deaf culture and signed languages (Turner 1995, 1996, 2002, forthcoming; Trowler & Turner 2002).

In this paper, though, I aim to focus not on the academic response to sign language research, nor on the response of ‘hearing society’, but on the urgent imperative to ensure that Deaf communities and institutions are empowered to use knoweledge gleaned from the academic study of sign languages to effect profound and enduring change.

I have been arguing for a decade that this is an urgent issue. At the 1994 Fourth European Symposium on Sign Language Research (Munich), when I suggested that we might be on the brink of rapid decline in the use of strongly visual heritage sign languages and that these should be actively defended, eminent sign linguists shook their heads while Deaf people applauded. Since that time, we have seen the dramatic growth in several major types of threat to heritage sign languages: demographic shifts which alone will reduce signing populations sharply (Johnston, personal communication); the rapid uptake of cochlear implants (Thoutenhoofd et al, forthcoming), driven in part by a cocktail of commercial pressure and the emotional vulnerability of parents; the development and imminent roll-out of biotechnologies such as genetic intervention and hair-cell regeneration; and the ongoing rise of under-skilled L2 users of sign languages in professional positions, coinciding with a decline in concern over the politics of language among younger Deaf people (Turner, forthcoming). The alarming nature of the whole picture has recently been summarized by Tove Skuttnab-Kangas in a keynote paper to the WFD Congress (2003).

In such a context, this paper seeks to ‘give testimony’, to argue more strongly than ever that addressing and responding to these issues are matters of real urgency, and that the key to achieving real change must be to re-invigorate the active, informed engagement of Deaf people in the politics of sign language. To do so will require facing the twin problems of dissemination and dialogue (Turner & Alker 2003). This will require a rethink of current concepts of ‘knowledge transfer’: these are largely based on a model in which academics generate new knowledge which is then transferred to ‘the outside world’, but this oversimplifies complex relationships and interactions within the process of generating, accessing and using new knowledge. In addition, it will require a new determination to implement alternative models and to make real the pervasive circulation of knowledge and new ideas (‘pan-semination’) throughout stakeholder groups at all stages – from conception to post-mortem – in the epistemological life-cycle. 
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