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Since the 1980s “deafness” can be approached from two different angles. On the one hand there is the medical-pathological view in which deafness (written with a small ‘d’) is regarded as a disability which needs to be corrected. In this view deaf people are people with a (profound to severe) hearing loss “who "compensate" for their deafness by using sign language” (Padden & Humphries 1988:1).  On the other hand, from a socio-cultural perspective, Deaf (written with a capital ‘D’) people regard themselves as members of an ethnolinguistic (Erting, 1978) and cultural (Ladd, 2003) minority group of sign language users regardless of their degree of hearing loss. It is generally assumed that in most western countries deaf people indeed consider themselves as Deaf, hence as part of a linguistic and cultural minority group. 

However, at least in Flanders, this is a fairly recent phenomenon. In 1983 Loncke (1983: 161) still wrote: 

The Flemish deaf state that a pure sign language is less acceptable for a highlevel variety, because they think the grammatical rules of the spoken language should be respected. It is clear that this attitude must be understood as a compromise in a country with a strong oral tradition. In Flanders it still appears to be unacceptable to argue for a pure sign language. It seems that this is the real reason why the deaf propose a kind of Signed Dutch, presumably hoping that this will be more easily accepted among educationalists. But implicitly, the inferiority of pure sign languages seems to be assumed.

In order to determine what the situation is now, 20 years later, an ethnographic study was set up and 30 West Flemish Deaf people (all regularly attending the local Deaf clubs) were interviewed by a Deaf researcher in Flemish Sign Language (Vlaamse Gebarentaal or VGT). Since this investigation was envisaged as an apparent-time study the subjects were subdivided into 5 different age groups: ages 12 – 20, 21 – 30, 31 – 40, 41 – 60 and 61 – 80. 

The interviews were organised around three different themes: 

· The subjects’ attitudes towards and suppositions about (their own) d/Deafness: 
Subjects were asked to name positive and negative aspects of their deafness, how they react when people find out that they are deaf, how they feel in the Deaf club, at work, etc., whether they think that d/Deaf people are disabled and/or a linguistic/cultural minority group, etc.    

· The subjects’ communicative patterns: 

Questions were asked as to how they communicate with Deaf people, with hearing people, with their children (if any), with neighbours, etc., whether they think and/or dream in VGT, whether they always understand hearing people and if not how they solve the communication barrier, etc.   
· The subjects’ active knowledge of aspects of Deaf culture: 
Subjects were asked to name some books, films, video’s about VGT or other sign languages, about Deaf people, etc., whether VGT has a grammar of its own, whether they can name some important Flemish Deaf people, whether they read magazines for Deaf people and if so which ones, whether they know of and go to important events in the Flemish Deaf community, whether they know what the difference is between “deaf” and “Deaf”, etc. 

Since it won’t be possible to elaborate on all of the afore-mentioned aspects, only the more salient ones will be highlighted. Some examples are:
One of the questions was whether they knew of or had ever looked at the “Signing Book - Grammatical Aspects of VGT”, i.e. two video-tapes in which VGT-grammar is explained by a Deaf researcher through VGT, and hence explicitly targeted at Deaf people as they often find it too difficult to read the VGT-grammarbooks written in Dutch. For us linguists, it was a very humbling experience to realise that only 2 people (age group 31 – 40) had actually looked at the Signing Book and only 4 (age groups 21 – 30, 31 – 40, 41 – 60) knew of it, while the others were not even aware of its existence. 
When asked whether they would consider themselves disabled or part of a linguistic minority group, it became clear that only 3 people knew what was meant by “linguistic minority group”. One person (age group 31 – 40) considered herself part of one, 2 subjects (age groups 21 – 30, 31 – 40) claimed to be part of a linguistic minority group as a group, but on an individual, personal level they would consider themselves disabled, while the others didn’t know what was meant by the concept of linguistic or cultural minority group. 9 subjects would explicitly call themselves disabled (5 of them were in the oldest age group). 18 subjects stated that they were certainly not disabled, since they would only use that term for people in a wheelchair, people with Down syndrome, visually-impaired people, etc., but that actually they had never given this any thought. They were simply deaf. Similarly, only 3 of the 30 people knew what the difference is between “deaf” and “Deaf”. 

More and more detailed results will be presented in the paper. 
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