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SHADOWLANDS: IMPLICATIONS OF WRITING A MEMOIR OF DEAFNESS 

Dr Donna McDonald 

 

DR DONNA McDONALD:  Paul Jacobs talked about deaf skills, deaf-specific skills.  
One of those is moving around, releasing nervous energy.  
 
I came very well prepared.  I have pages and pages of notes, but I wanted to 
use this time to pick up on and respond to points that have already been made 
today.  I always think it is useful, especially at this time of the day, to 
consolidate rather than add new stories or new information, although I will be 
doing that as well.  How am I going with the speed of my talking? Alright? 
Thanks. 
 
Who am I and why am I here? So, my name is Donna McDonald. I'm here 
because basically I'm deaf and I've got some stories to tell. I'm here because 
I've got some experience I want to share.  And I'm here because I hope that, in 
telling some of my stories, it might have an influence for the better - not so 
much on how you raise your children, as that is private, that's your personal 
business, but how you might go outside and shape social and cultural attitudes 
to people who might be deaf. I'll pick up on that a bit more. 
 
Ann, in her presentation, talked about it being very important to have 
evidence-based research, evidence-based practice.  I'll just throw in an 
academic term, and apologies to the interpreter.  My evidence base is called 
'standpoint epistemology'. Well done, thank you. Another bottle of wine for him! 
I won't make you do that again.   
 
What that essentially means is I know what I know because I've lived it.  It also 
means that in knowing what I think I know, I've got a responsibility to talk about 
it and to push back against people's assumptions about what they think they 
know about, for example, the topic of being deaf. So it is not enough for me as 
an educated person, with all the opportunities I've had and all the privileges I 
enjoy, simply to know what I know.  I've got a responsibility to talk about them 
and to challenge and contest stereotypes. My challenging and contesting 
happened at a personal level but I had the opportunity and privilege of doing it 
at a professional level as well because I'm a research academic.  Most of my 
professional life has been in social policy, so I have used those avenues as well. 
 
I wanted to respond to that particular point about what is evidence.  People's 
stories are evidence.  Your stories as parents, that's evidence.  And just to 
reiterate my commitment to this, I just want to quote from a wonderful Native 
American academic and writer, Thomas King, who told some stories and then he 
finished up with, "OK, you've heard this story now.  Do what you like with it.  
Forget about it, turn it into a television show, make it a movie, pass it on to 
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someone else, but don't say that you would have done something differently if 
you hadn't heard it because you've heard it now".   
 
You've heard a lot today from all these wonderful speakers.  They can shape 
your attitude and responses to how you push back.  I don't want to be heavy 
about it, but you do have a certain responsibility to be pushing back.  Ann has 
been pushing back all her adult life on behalf of Bonny and her family.  Without 
that sort of push-back, we don't get to learn.  We don't get to change social 
attitude policy, cultural attitude, and, for that matter, economic attitude.  Most 
deaf people are under-educated, even today, and even when they are well 
educated, they are under-employed.  Let's just say I'm one of the few privileged 
people. 
 
Why is that so? I want to pick up on Paula's talk now.  I was very moved by 
Paula's talk.  It evoked so many memories of my parents and so many funny 
anecdotes.  I do have to share this one.  So Paula was talking about it is very 
important that you are honest and open with your sons and daughters about 
their possibility for romantic life. My mother not so much! So I was about 12 and 
I said to my mother one day - because my friends at school were talking about 
boys and so forth, and I said to Mum, "Hm, so, Mum, do you think my being 
deaf will affect me - will I be able to get married? Will I have a husband?" , and 
she said, "Certainly, you will.  Certainly".  And so I got quite excited.  "You're 
very kind and you sew well!". Now, I knew they were not going to be the 
drawcards! No, no, no! Anyway, E for effort!  
 
Another thing - I just want to introduce my parents to you now, Jim and Jackie.  
So I'm 61.  I was born in 1955.  So Jim and Jackie already had my sister, Cecily, 
and my brother, Michael.  I was the third one.  So that's important context, as 
Paula pointed out.  They already had a family, and I lob in. And the family 
dynamic was already pretty tricky.  So it's 1955 and we're talking about a post 
World War II family.  My father fought in the War.  It doesn't take much 
imagination to understand the implications of that for him. And so we have a 
post World War II family, working class, with middle class aspirations, and back 
in those days people were very, very clear what they were aiming for, for their 
sons and daughters - they were aiming for the best possible education.  They 
wanted their sons and daughters to be educated.  Working class people aspired 
to be middle class and middle class people aspired to be upper class.  Everyone 
wanted to keep going up the rung.  It was very clear, that ladder of ever going 
upwards. For all sorts of reasons, that is more difficult now, but that is another 
story, as Paula might say, for another time. 
 
So I arrived three years later.  I was three when I was diagnosed as being deaf.  
Prior to that, my mother had chased me around all over the place and got 
various diagnoses of mental retardation, difficult, slow, developmentally delayed, 
et cetera.  But my mother knew that wasn't so because I was very alert and I 
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was very good at reading visual cues.  So she just persisted and finally she got 
the diagnosis that I was deaf.  So the diagnosis was moderate, severe, sloping 
to profound.  So you can probably hear that in my voice.  I'm good at the 
vowels.  Every now and again I do shoot out a sibilant, but that's just good luck.  
I have no idea how I've done it and I cannot do it again. 
 
I still do get self-conscious about my voice from time to time, and so Paula was 
talking about teenagers feeling sad or upset or angry, self-conscious.  Let me 
tell you, it's not just teenagers, no.  I got lost coming here today.  I went into 
the wrong building.  I went to a bar over here. Some of you are thinking, "Yeah, 
yeah, sure you got lost!".  Really, I did! So I got lost and I said to the waitress 
there, "Oh, I was actually looking for the Victorian Institute For Deaf Education" 
and she went, "Huh? What? What?" (pulling faces), and I thought forget it.  I 
walked out and I was thinking, "Piss off and die!  Can you not make an effort!?". 
So the anger can continue, Paula. Paula just said, "I know"!  
 
Back to Jim and Jackie. So Jim and Jackie, they wanted me to have as good an 
education as my older brother and my sister.  This was back in the 1950s, so the 
options in Queensland were very limited.  The option was to send me to the 
School for the Deaf, Dumb and Blind.  There was a marketing exercise shortly 
after that and they decided, "No, we will leave out the 'Dumb'" so it was the 
School of the Deaf and Blind, with the emphasis back then on signed 
English - fingerspelling signed English.  It wasn't Auslan, as that didn't really 
come in until the 1970s or '80s, is that right? It was quite late, as a recognised 
language of grammar and so forth. 
 
My family wanted me to speak because they equated that with several things 
that Paula emphasised - a good education, communication within the family, 
and, in fact, I was very moved - it must have only been about six years ago, so I 
would have been in my mid-50s when I learnt for the first time - I was 
interviewed by Richard Fidler on The Conversation Hour about my PhD, and I 
went home and I asked Mum, "What did you think of it?", and she said, "You 
spoke very well".  And I said, "Hmm, and? That's it?".  And then her voice kind 
of broke a little bit and she said, "You know, I was always very frightened when 
I realised you were deaf that we wouldn't be able to have a conversation".  I 
found that profoundly moving.  I still get very teary on her behalf when I think 
about that.   
 
So one of the reasons that she wanted me to be able to speak was she wanted 
to be able to talk to her daughter.  Back then, the option of her learning to sign 
and so forth didn't seem to have been presented to her.  So Jim and 
Jackie - Mum and Dad - were part of a pioneering group of parents who set up 
the Oral Deaf Preschool at Yeronga, and the rest is history.  I went to the Oral 
Deaf Preschool and then the Gladstone Road Oral Deaf School where the oral 
deaf experiment was being done for a few years and I was the beneficiary of 
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that movement.  I deliberately use the word "pioneering" because they were 
pioneering parents.  They were just like you, mums and dads, accountants, 
truck drivers, there was a doctor, I think there was a physio, so just people 
bringing up their kids, banding together and working with each other to support 
each other in a particular direction, just as Ann has been doing through Aussie 
Deaf Kids, and just as you are doing.  You're being an activist by turning up 
today.  Don't underestimate the power of just turning up today and being 
present. 
 
I loved the deaf school, so I want to reassure Jill on that.  True, I absolutely 
loved my teachers at the deaf school.  I went there for five years.  I can quote 
chapter and verse everything they said for those five years, including Mr 
Pritchard, my teacher in grade 2, in 1962.  Mr Pritchard said something to me 
very profound that still is my guiding star.  He said to me: "Donna, it's not what 
other people say about you that matters; it's what you know about yourself that 
matters".  Now, imagine, a big man telling a little girl that.  Imagine how 
astonished he'd be to think that stayed with me all my life, and it did, through 
the rough and the thick and the bad.  So don't think you don't have any 
influence, you do. 
 
Another reason I think I am here today is because I'm old! So thank you, Ann 
Porter.  I'm 61.  So I offer an example of a prospect of who your little sons and 
daughters might be better than.  I'm like a hologram for you. So I just want to 
show you something.  Here we go (pointing to photo on screen).  So this is me 
at the oral deaf preschool - the chubby little one in here.  That girl is me.  Who 
would have thought, hey?! My mother says: "Who would have thought?".   
 
So I went from there, went to the oral deaf school for five years, then I went to 
a private girls school where I felt everything that Paula talked about, so no need 
to repeat that.  It was hard, it was lonely, but it was fine, I got through and did 
very well academically.  I went on to university and so on and so forth. Now I'm 
a research academic at Griffith University. 
 
When my parents sent me to a deaf school and then pushed me on to All 
Hallows, they were always very focused on me having that education so I could 
get that job and so I could have good relationships and be part of society and be 
productive and useful. 
 
Contemporary people talk about following your dream. I was not of that 
generation.  I'm of the generation where you understood you had a certain 
pathway to fulfil and that your task in life was to find what that pathway is.  We 
weren't told, "You can do anything".  I remember saying to Mum one day that I 
wanted to be a writer and she said, "Well, we can't all be brain surgeons". I 
didn't say I wanted to be a brain surgeon! So it was a very pragmatic 
generation.  It was about finding the pathway and doing that.  So that has kind 



Dr Donna McDonald – 6 March 2016 6 

of again been my guiding light, so what pathway am I meant to be on, what are 
my talents and skills.  I have never thought in terms of what is my dream, like 
being on Australian Idol.  
 
So that is why I'm here.  The last point - this is very important and I want to say 
it respectfully, but I do want to make the point.  Paul Jacobs talked this morning 
about living with deafness.  I hadn't heard that expression before, and I thought 
about it.  I talk about being deaf.  I'm deaf, and I talk about being deaf.  This is 
very important to me.  It really does go to the heart of my identity.   
 
So being deaf - I think Paula and I could have a conversation about this - it goes 
to the heart of identity formation, identity shaping. I don't have a problem with 
being deaf.  I'm not Deaf proud; I'm not going to go rocking down Oxford 
Street.  But I don't have a problem with being deaf. I have an enormous 
problem with people wanting me to be Deaf Studies 101 every day over and 
over again, like, "Why do you talk like that?".  I say, "I'm German!".  "Oh!".  It's 
great! It is only awkward when they push you, "Oh, and which part of 
Germany?" ! If you want to learn about deafness, just look it up on the internet. 
Open communication, notwithstanding.  
 
But it is true, I wouldn't dream of going up to a hearing person, seriously, and 
saying, "Why do you talk like that?". Really?! No, no.  But hearing people feel it 
is OK to be intrusive.  I'm generalising to make a point.  Take from that what 
you wish. 
 
So there we go.  I have five minutes left and I haven't even started!  
 
I have two really compelling points I want to make. One is about the issue of 
parenting and one is just a general point.  As a parent, it probably is useful to be 
mindful - Paula touched on this - of the relationship between a deaf son and 
daughter to the mother can be unusually close, and there is a challenge during 
their adolescent years and onwards of separating the child's will from the 
parent's will.  I have to confess that I actually didn't take on that task myself 
until well into my 40s. I was so mindful of the work that my parents had poured 
into me and I was an enormous beneficiary of the work that they poured into 
me.  I've had a very good career, professional life, a good quality of life.  I've 
got wonderful friends.  Everything is fine.  But I didn't do that necessary work of 
separating my will from my parents' will.  I lived the life of what they wanted 
and expected of me.  And that did lead me down to some awkward pathways 
like, for example, marrying badly, but I didn't give up.  I've kept trying! Hope 
reigns eternal!  
 
So this is not really directed at parents; it is more directed at the world in 
general.  Another point is deaf people are not the failed attempt at being 
hearing.  It is a really important point that I would like to make.  We're not the 
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failed attempt at being hearing.  We are who we are.  My being deaf to me is not 
a deficit or a loss.  There's no gap in me.  It is not me in this whole dark space.  
I'm complete and whole. I'm a deaf woman. But I'm also a would-be artist, I've 
written, I've got friends, I'm a sister, I'm an aunty; I'm many, many things. 
 
So there are many features, as Ann pointed out, in terms of understanding 
people.  Everyone is unique, everyone is different, everyone is complex.  You 
have seen me in a particular context today, as I've been asked to speak to you 
in a particular context, but you could meet me another time at the swimming 
club or a coffee shop or whatever and you will see different aspects of me.   
 
I love this quote by A.N. Wilson (pointing to quote on screen: see below).  I'll 
leave it there.  Every time you try to understand somebody, it is elusive.  It is 
always an ongoing task.  
 
That hasn't been a very neatly woven narrative, but I was keen to respond to 
some points and build on points.  Are there any questions you would like to 
make? I have my book here somewhere.  Here it is. I wrote this book.  Like 
Paul, I wrote this for my PhD.  I was trying to set myself the challenge of 
understanding who I am in relation to my deafness and I asked myself a whole 
lot of questions.  There's a front cover and a back cover, and you would think 
the book is complete, but, in fact, the story goes on.  The story goes on.  
There's always the task of learning and rethinking and recapitulating and so on 
and so forth. I think that's it.  
 

About Dr Donna McDonald is Senior Research Fellow and Convenor of Disability 
Studies in the School of Human Services and Social Work at Griffith University. Donna's 
research areas include deaf identity, disability policy, disability history in Australia, 
representations of disability in the visual arts, literature and memoir, and cultural 
responses to disability. 
 
Her expertise in narratives with, and about, deaf people has been recognised 
internationally. She was invited to be a Visiting Scholar at the Rochester National 
Institute of Technology for the Deaf and is a guest reviewer for the American Annals of 
the Deaf. Donna's book, The Art of Being Deaf: A Memoir, was published by Gallaudet 
University Press, Washington, in March 2014.  
 

A.N.Wilson Quote: 

The sense of our own identity is fluid and tolerant, whereas our sense of the identity of 
others is always more fixed and quite often edges towards caricature. We know within 
ourselves that we can be twenty different persons in a single day and that the attempt 
to explain our personality is doomed to become a falsehood after only a few words . . . 

And yet . . . works of literature, novels and biographies depend for their aesthetic 
success precisely on this insensitive ability to simplify, to describe, to draw lines around 

another person and say, ‘This is she’ or ‘This is he.’ A.N.Wilson, Incline Our Hearts 
 


