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Identity, language & culture: Using Africanist Sista-hood and Deaf Cultural Discourse 

in research with minority social workers 

Chijioke Obasi  University of the West of Scotland 

Abstract  

Central to any anti-oppressive research endeavour is the importance of reflexivity and the 

genuine attempt from researchers to turn the research tools on themselves (Hermans, 

2019). Beyond research, the social work profession has much to learn from the reflexive 

accounts of researchers. Issues of identity, language and culture are widely recognised as 

important when working with service users and carers in social work; however, this is much 

less the case when considering identities of social work practitioners. Starting with personal 

and professional positions of Black female and Deaf female social workers, this article 

reveals the reflexive journey of the Black female hearing researcher undertaking the 

research. The article takes an original approach to theory construction by introducing 

‘Africanist Sista-hood in Britain’ and marrying this with Deaf cultural discourse in the form of 

Deafhood, Deaf ethnicity and Deaf Gain, all of which make valuable contribution to existing 

debates in identity politics and the importance of self-naming and self-actualisation. Within 

the article the author discusses epistemological challenges in theory construction, data 

collection, language, transcription and dissemination, as they linked to power, privilege and 

the different forms this took within the research. 

The article makes a number of significant contributions. It introduces Africanist Sista -hood in 

Britain’ as a useful theoretical framework in research and at the same time encourages 

theoretical alliances across other marginalised groups. In discussing issues of knowledge 

production beyond existing hegemonic frames it offers a broadening of the lens beyond the 

ways in which identity, culture and ethnicity are currently understood in the mainstream. In 

discussing Deaf cultural discourse and its influence on methodological choices it invites 

researchers to better engage with these issues from perspectives articulated by Deaf 

people. 

 

Introduction 

Reflexivity has been described by Probst & Berenson (2014) as the hallmark of the qualitative 

paradigm. They make the point that epistemology not methodology determines reflexivity in 

research. Remaining conscious and connected to our epistemological and ontological 
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positioning can only enhance our application of reflexivity in the different stages of our 

research.  

Patricia Hill Collins in her ground breaking work on Black feminist thought starts her chapter 

on Black feminist epistemology with the following example:  

A small girl and her mother passed a statue depicting a European man who had 

bare-handedly subdued a ferocious lion. The little girl stopped, looked puzzled and 

asked, “mama something’s wrong with that statue. Everybody know that a man can’t 

whip a lion” But darling” her mother replied, “you must remember that the man made 

the statue” -As told by Katie G. Cannon  (Collins, 2000, p. 251).  

Whilst Ruokonen-Engler & Siouti (2016) highlight the importance of discussing the what and 

how of knowledge production, Collins goes further to foreground the importance of 

understanding why we believe what we believe to be true.  

This article is written as a reflexive account of a Black female hearing researcher in her 

research encounters with Black female and Deaf1 female social workers. It highlights 

complexities in language, culture community and wider personal and professional identity 

and the impact they have on epistemological and ontological framing. Discussions of race, 

ethnicity, disability, education, gender, intersectionality, language and the particular position 

of hearing, signing professionals with access to Deaf communities were a key part of the 

reflexive journey encountered. Lizard & McAvoy, (2020) recognise the recent growth of  

reflexivity in research. This growth although welcome and overdue is still lacking in relation 

to discussions of race/ethnicity and hearing/Deaf research relationships. Yet such 

scholarship has much to offer the field.  

The article starts by providing a brief background to the study before discussing the 

theoretical frameworks which underpin it. In incorporating a reflexive approach to 

discussions of method and methodology, it uses the positioning of the researcher to further 

the discussions on existing debates about the value and limitations of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ 

research. It draws out issues of privilege and power and the shifting positions this occupies 

for marginalised identities both in social work and research. In theory construction it draws 

together key concepts in ‘Africanist Sista-hood in Britain’ (Obasi, 2014; Obasi, 2017; Obasi, 

2019) and Deaf cultural discourse and the impact this has on the methodological tools used 

                                                             
1 Woodward (1972) introduced a written convention to distinguish Deaf from deaf people.  deaf in the 
lower case refers to the audiological condition as the determining fact of their deafness and Deaf in 
the upper case to refer to those culturally Deaf people who share a language, culture and community 
with other Deaf people. Building on this convention it is also common to use d/Deaf,  D/deaf or deaf 
when referring to both groups of people. 
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in research design, data collection, transcription, analysis and dissemination. The article 

concludes by calling on researchers to keep in close contact with their epistemological 

frameworks, and move away from dominant discourses that seek to subjugate articulations 

of lived experiences emanating from marginalised groups.  

Background 

The wider research project was with Black women and culturally Deaf women who worked 

across a range of mainly public sector organisations. Its focus was to gain participant 

perspectives of issues of diversity and inclusion within their organisations, including any 

impact this may have on their working life experiences. As a Black woman I have worked 

most of my career in the public sector and a significant portion of my work in this time has 

been in some way or another connected to Deaf people and their community. In a previous 

paper I have provided much wider analysis across all the participant experiences (Obasi, 

2017) but in this article I have extracted the research as it relates to both culturally Deaf and 

Black participants who were social workers.  

This was a qualitative research study conducted within an interpretive frame. In  focusing the 

study on the lived experience of these participants, it challenges the marginality of Black 

women and Deaf women in research. The theoretical framework of ‘Africanist Sista-hood in 

Britain’ aims to centralise the experiences of Black women but in doing so also seeks 

alliances with other social groups in an attempt to address all social oppression  (Walker, 

1983; Collins, 2000); in this case the alliance is with culturally Deaf women.  

Theory construction 

The theoretical framework of “Africanist Sista-hood in Britain” 

The framework evolved out of a search for an analytical framework of both individual and 

collective experiences of Black womanhood. Chilisa & Nteane, (2010) recognise the need for 

researchers to ‘move out of the cage’ of universalised Western gender theorising and make 

more of postcolonial and indigenous lenses in theory creation, including moving away from 

language and terminology that invisibilities historically marginalized groups.  

‘Africanist Sista-hood in Britain’ offers original terminology whilst highlighting points of 

connection with and divergence from existing theories in an aim to regenerate long standing 

debates about epistemological and ontological understandings of Black womanhood. 

Working within new terminological frames the framework builds on the work of Black 

feminists, womanists and Africana womanists to merge this with organic developments in the 

process of data collection and analysis in the research. The framework is more thoroughly 
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outlined in the recent international collection on Black womanhood (Emejulu & Sobande, 

2019), but for ease of reference its key themes are summarised below. 

 

The Centrality of Black womanhood  

 

There is recognition of both individual and collective identities of Black women as well as the 

importance of connecting with our (an)Sistas. There is recognition that just because the 

current position of an individual Black woman is different to the historical position of Black 

women as a collective, this does not mean that the individuals of today will not be affected by 

the historical positions of the collective of yesterday.  

 

Self-naming 

hooks (1984) starts her book by acknowledging that many Black women have expressed their 

dissatisfaction with the association with feminism, not least because of its history as a white, 

middle class movement which worked to exclude Black women: ‘when we look at the term 

feminist through the lens of the politics of naming we see that it is not an impartial label and 

that there are multiple reasons why women are reluctant to identify with it’ (Jain & Turner, 

2012, p. 76). These objections that have been voiced for many decades still remains active 

and unsatisfied.  

However, issues of self-naming and self-definition are not confined to Black womanhood but 

also adopted in work with other social groups. In this instance, self -defined concepts in 

Deafhood, Deaf Gain and Deaf ethnicity (discussed below) are all validated within the 

theoretical alliances and used to challenge other dominant constructions which support 

hegemonic assumptions about subjugated knowers. 

 

An Africanist Approach 

The term “Africanist,” offers a Pan African perspective in seeking to make diasporic ties and 

connections with our (an)Sista-ral or direct heritage in Africa. There is also recognition that for 

some Africa extends beyond the geographical and incorporates the ideational too (Morrison, 

1993). 

Taking an Africanist approach gives more opportunity to make links with the importance of our 

histories, and connections to our (an) Sistas be that via our links with Africa, the Caribbean, 

or any other diasporic lines.  
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The Importance of Experience  

Lived experience is a central tenet in which validation and authenticity from within the Sista -

hood is gained. Within Africanist Sista-hood it is important to build in the safeguards against 

this loss of control form those guilty of ‘knowing without knowing’ (Collins in Reynolds, 2002).  

Authenticity, autonomy and agency are therefore key elements. It is recognised that every 

individual has a contribution to make, but without the recognit ion of the importance of both 

knowledge and experience, the validity of those contributions will be limited. 

 

Intersectionality 

Crenshaw’s (1989) concept of intersectionality is central to Africanist Sista -hood in recognising 

the different ways in which multiple oppressions can impacts simultaneously on Black women 

from all backgrounds. In addition to multiple oppressions though the framework also 

recognises the ways in which intersectional identities can form a source of creative power both 

in and outside of oppressive experiences. Applying an intersectional lens allows recognition 

of the way in which privilege and oppression can exist as shifting experiences in and out of 

research. A hyphenated Sista-hood is different from Sistahood as it emphasises and validates 

the hyphenated spaces that many Black women occupy. A hyphenated Sista-hood rather than 

Sistahood recognises the points at which we connect and diverge within the same collective. 

The importance of intersectionality then becomes embedded and visible within the terminology 

of the framework. 

 

Pooling resources with Black men 

Walker (1983) in her initial writings on womanism, recognised the importance of Black male 

and female solidarity in eradicating not just racism but sexism, and in Hudson-Weems’ (1998) 

works on Africana womanism this very issue is linked to African traditions of male and female 

working partnerships. Within the framework there is recognition of the way in which racism 

divides certain categories of women and unites them with men  (Anthias & Yuval-Davies, 1992, 

p. 106). In a society like the British one where capitalism has benefited and indeed thrived on 

the exploitation of Black women and men not just in terms of enslaved Africans but also  in 

relation to post war migrations and employment patterns, the privilege of whiteness across the 
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genders means that the fight to preserve this privilege is more likely to be formed along the 

lines of race rather than gender. 

 

The British context 

Any framework for analysis needs to take into consideration the cultural and political context 

in which it is being applied. Moving to an ‘in Britain’ framework gives significance to lived 

experiences within the UK. In Britain there are contested usages of the term Black which is 

used either in direct relation to diaspora, or in the political context of shared experiences of 

racism. Taking an Africanist approach removes this contestation and requires no further 

footnoted explanation of who is considered Black as the focus is squarely on diaspora. 

See Obasi (2019) for a more detailed discussion of this framework. 

 

Deaf cultural Discourse 

 

For the majority of people who are not aware of the counter narratives of Deaf cultural 

discourse, their assessment of Deaf people will be influenced by dominant constructions of 

Deaf people in relation to a deficit hearing person with an inability to hear  (Lane, 1992; Ladd, 

2003; ). Lane (2008) points out that this is seen as a common sense position to hold by most 

hearing as well as some deaf people. However, there is a growing body of work that 

distinguishes Deaf cultural epistemological understanding of Deaf identity. Counter 

constructions are based on positive associations in Deaf identity, language, community and 

culture (Padden & Humphries, 1988; Lane, 1992; Padden, 1996; Ladd, 2003; Bahan, 2008; 

Obasi, 2008).  

 

Deafhood 

 

‘Deafhood ....is not seen as a finite state but as a process by which Deaf individuals 

come to actualize their Deaf identity positing that those individuals construct that 

identity around several different ordered sets of priorities and principles which are 

affected by various factors such as nation, era and class’ (Ladd, 2003, p. xviii). 

  

The concept carries with it an organic fluidity that fits well with the overall framework of 

Africanist Sista-hood in Britain. 
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Ladd & Lane (2013) talk of Deafhood as a tool of analysis which can be used to deconstruct 

and reframe the position of Deaf people from a Deaf cultural perspective as well as for Deaf 

individuals to use for themselves, thus recognising the importance of both collective and 

individual understandings of Deaf identity. 

Ladd (2003) and (2008) uses a postcolonial lens to identify two distinct periods of pre -oralist 

and post-oralist histories of Deaf communities in the West. Oralism is described as an 

ideology that seeks to remove all things Deaf from the Deaf educational system, from society 

and, to the extent possible from the world (Ladd & Lane, 2013). Holcomb (2013) and Ladd 

(2003) identify the 17/1800s as a period in which d/Deaf adults held significant positions as 

educators of d/Deaf children and did so using the medium of sign language. Deaf people 

organised themselves politically and socially with Davis (1995) identifying separate attempts 

to form a Deaf state both in America and the UK and Ladd (2008) pointing to calls within the 

French Deaf community for the formation of a “Deaf-mute nation”. The late 19th century 

particularly the 1880 Milan conference is often recognised as the period in which ‘hearing 

colonialists’ were successful in their endeavour to wilfully suppress sign language and 

replace it with education through speech and remove d/Deaf adults from their position in 

nurturing and sustaining Deaf culture within d/Deaf schools.  

 

Lane (1992), Davis (1995), Branson & Miller (2002), Ladd (2003), and Brueggemann (2009) 

link some of these attempts to a wider eugenicists’ endeavour to eradicate d/Deaf people 

and their community, the most famous of whom was Alexander Graham Bell who feared ‘the 

formation of a deaf variety of the human race’2 and so sought eradication through attempts 

to prohibit intermarriage, and further suppression of sign language as a medium of 

education. In this sense Deaf people share with many ethnic groups, a history in which their 

established position has been usurped and repositioned as inferior to the majority. 

 

Deaf Ethnicity 

Deaf ethnicity is also a concept that has risen in significance within academic thinking in Deaf 

studies literature (Eckert, 2005; Lane, 2005; Eckert, 2010; Lane, et al., 2011; Ladd & Lane, 

2013). Within these texts different routes are taken to lead to the same conclusion where Deaf 

people are recognised as an ethnic group with distinct ethnic properties such as collective 

name, customs, community, social structure, kinship, norms for behaviour, language, values, 

art forms, knowledge and history (Lane, 2005). Eckert (2010) defines Deaf ethnicity thus: Deaf 

                                                             
2 Alexander Graham Bell presented a paper titled “Memoir upon the Formation of a Deaf Variety of the 
Human Race” at the National Academy of Sciences in 1883 
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ethnicity is a process and a product of strategic and adaptive responses to  chanigng structures 

and schema. Deaf ethnicity is important because it deconstructs and reconstructs the 

dynamics of majority-minority relations, independant of ideas of race and possibly nation 

(Eckert, 2010, p. 329). In wider or mainstream discussions on ethnicity there is recognition 

that meanings and interpretations of ethnicity shift according to time and place and without 

any assumption of an unchanging and unchangeable essence (Anthias & Yuval-Davies, 1992; 

Mac an Ghail M. , 1999; Garner, 2010). Anthias & Yuval-Davies (1992) use the example of 

Jewish people as an ethnic group to demonstrate the different definitions being used and how 

the boundaries around belonging are malleable and subject to change. In incorporating Deaf 

cultural discourse into the debates about ethnicity and culture, it offers opportunity for further 

contribution to scholarship in the wider academic field. 

Lane, et al., (2011) talk of a paradigm shift in relation to our thinking about Deaf people as an 

ethnic group. They also recognise the outside and inside forces that contribute to ethnic 

boundaries with the outside forces such as legislation and public policy pointing in the direction 

of an analysis of Deaf communities that does not include ethnicity and instead focuses on 

disability. Inside forces such as language, culture, allegiance to the group and endogamous 

marriage are more akin to ethnicity. Their work provides detailed and convincing arguments 

about why and how Deaf people form an ethnic group including the central focus and value 

placed on pride, preservation and utilisation of their language in transmission of ethnic and 

cultural reproduction. The fact that Deaf people as an ethnic group differ from many other 

ethnic groups should not be overshadowed by the many other similarities they have with other 

ethnic groups.  

Despite the prevelance of enodogamous marriage within Deaf communities it is mostly hearing 

parents who have Deaf children and the vast mojority of  Deaf parents have hearing children. 

This does then create a challenge to our understanding of ethnicity and enculturation, however 

within the modern world there is an understanding of fulidity and mixedness that permeates 

all our thinking about identity, be that gender, sexuality or ethnicity. It is now much more difficult 

to quantify by any strict criteria what it means to be a woman for example. Our understanding 

has changed in response to lived experiences and although not uncontested, in the Western 

world, much more value is now placed on self-definiiton.  

 

Deaf Gain 
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Bauman & Murray (2009)3 offer a shift in framing ‘from hearing loss to Deaf Gain’. In their work 

they challenge the dominant discourse of normalcy (Davis, 1995) in which the position of Deaf 

people is seen as one of deficit often articulated as hearing loss. The construction they offer 

is one in which cultural and linguistic understanding of both the sensory, cultural and social 

positions of d/Deaf people are viewed in relation to the advantages it offers. In the paper they 

present a total shift in the lens through which to view deafness and d/Deaf people under new 

terminology of Deaf Gain. The concept is further developed in an edited book taking an 

interdisciplinery approach to the issue with both d/Deaf and hearing academics and 

professioinals in and outside of deaf studies discussing the concept from within, philosophy, 

nueroscience, technology, linguistics, creative arts, and architecture to name a few (Bauman 

& Murray, 2014a). In the introductory chapter Bauman & Murray point out previous examples 

in history where shift in positioning of analysis from difference (within normalcy) to diversity 

(where human variation is valued) have resulted in more  acurate constructions of for example 

women and gay people (Bauman & Murray, 2014). They summarise their original work on the 

concept of Deaf Gain as the unique congnitive, creative and cultural gains manifested through 

deaf ways of being in the world (Bauman & Murray, 2009; Bauman & Murray, 2014, p. xv). In 

addition to the d/Deaf people from history who have made significant contributions to 

engineering and technology, they also point out the way in which developments in sign 

language have led to a complete overhaul of our understanding of the brain an d human 

development. Foss (2014) links the concept of Deaf Gain to the current trend in hearing 

parents teaching their hearing babies baby sign and how this has been fuelled by new 

knowledge that shows an increase in vocabulary and other educational advantages in early 

child development (Bauman & Murray, 2014a; Foss, 2014).  

After providing discussion of a number of ways in which d/Deaf people and their language 

have benefitted the wider world and themselves, Bauman & Murray make the following 

statement: in calling attention to Deaf Gain benefits we are not claiming that it is  necessarily 

better to be deaf than hearing, but we are saying that it is not necessarily better to be hearing 

than deaf (Bauman & Murray, 2014, p. xxiv). 

 

Reflexivity  

                                                             
3 This is a signed journal article in an online academic journal that is produced completely in ASL 
(American Sign Language). In relation to re-framing, the issues are brought to life within established 

referencing conventions which call for the use of page numbers where none exist as the reference 
points become ones of time and space rather than the written word.   
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Creswell (2007) recognises that the researcher has an impact on every stage of the research 

process which was also evident in my own case. My research was essentially research about 

women by a woman, but it is the intersections of these gendered identities that provided many 

reflexive points of contemplation for me as a researcher which was also further shaped by 

perspectives of the participants.  

. 

Positioning the researcher in the research  

Like Maylor (2009) being Black and being female forms a central influence on my position as 

a researcher. This has an impact on how I perceive myself and how I am perceived by the 

research participants. In a previous paper (Obasi, 2017) I have provided examples of the ways 

in which this permeated some of the participant responses. Participants showed an affinity 

towards me in terms of shared, race, and experiences of racism and discrimination but also 

my position as an interpreter and the implication that this position in some way differentiates 

us form other hearing people. In addition, my position as a hearing researcher was also 

challenged in terms of the potential detrimental impact that this may have on future Deaf 

researchers and their contribution to the hearing lens through which their work may be viewed 

and found wanting. My professional status as a social worker also provides a dimension of 

“sameness” and affinity, complicated by the academic distance that exists alongside it.  

My position as a hearing person often goes unnoticed outside of my working life but it gains 

new significance within the research process with Deaf women. There was a time in my life 

where the Deaf community played a major role in where I and my children socialised. I was 

as likely to turn to a Deaf friend for advice as I was a hearing friend. I also had the good fortune 

of being taught sign language by Deaf rather than hearing teachers and this gave me insights 

and access to a rich community I might never have known. Although I possessed less sign 

language qualifications then than I do now my ease and comfort around the language and 

culture was almost effortless and born out of more than the “professional interest” most widely 

recognised now. Those experiences have stayed with me and shaped my perspectives on 

more than just my scholarly activities. These experiences for me made the Deaf community a 

natural choice in terms of social group alliances.  

Issues of “sameness” and “difference” between researcher and participants or 

“insider/outsider” positioning have long been debated with academics putting forward 

different perspectives on the benefits and challenges in either positions as well as to draw on 

issues of fluidity and mixedness in the process (Johnson-Bailey, 1999; Mullings, 1999; 

Young & Hunt, 2011; Young & Temple, 2014; Obasi, 2017; Mayorga-Gallo & Hordge-
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Freeman, 2017; Osanami Törngren & Ngeh, 2018; Nelson, 2020). Whatever the position 

held by the individual researcher Kwame’s work on research with indigenous peoples 

reminds us of the importance of self-locating. Self-locating enables others to locate us, and 

also offers the opportunity to explore how we, as researchers, will influence and be 

influenced by the research process. (Kwame, 2017, p. 218). In common with the framework 

of Africanist Sista-hood “the importance of experience” (Collins, 2000) takes centre stage 

within these debates. Within my own research journey with two different participant groups, I 

occupied a shifting position of “sameness” and “difference” (Obasi, 2014; Obasi, 2017). 

Participant perspectives on this should also be central to the debate and adds to the ease in 

spotlighting our location. Foregrounding participant perspectives on insider/outsider 

discussions provides valuable contributions that does go some way to validate or challenge 

some of these academic perspectives.    

 

Research participants across both groups placed significant value on a researcher who had 

more similar than different experiences but in the case of the Deaf participants there was 

recognition that failures in the education of Deaf people had significantly undermined the 

availability of Deaf researchers so the boundaries within which hearing research is 

acceptable were firmly set out including a call for hearing researchers to give something 

back to the Deaf community. 

  

As researchers, comprehensive reflexive approaches need to be a continuous process 

throughout the research journey and as such are embedded within the different stages 

discussed below. 

 

Research methods 

Access 

Participants were recruited via a form of snowball sampling. In each case the snowball was 

started with Black women and Deaf women I knew personally. As the value of snowballing is 

particularly relevant in studying the lifestyles of groups located outside mainstream social 

research (Atkinson & Flint, 2001) I found this method particularly appropriate for my research. 

Woodley & Lockard, (2016) place snowball sampling amongst the qualitative research tools 

that allow researchers to harness the power of social networking and personal connections 

amongst marginalized groups and gain access to cultural knowledge. This was applicable to 

the participants in this research. Other issues for researchers to address are historical 

approaches that have longstanding impacts on research participation within underserved 
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groups, such as power abuses in research, stigma and fear of repercussions in sharing their 

experiences of discrimination (Sadler, Lee, Lim, & Fullerton, 2010).  

Whilst much of the terminology in the literature on snowball sampling refers to its 

appropriateness for ‘hard-to-reach’ populations, a shift in focus might better describe such 

populations as ‘seldom heard’ in research and so putting the onus back on the researcher to 

extend their efforts in seeking more emancipatory approaches.  

Both participant groups in my own study are seldom heard in research and I would argue the 

same is true in social work practice. 

Using a snowball-based approach also gains in significance when marrying this up with the 

theoretical framework of Africanist Sista-hood as it enables participants to have an on-going 

influence on the research beyond their contributions in the interviews (Browne, 2005), offers 

further opportunities to build trust with the participants (Cohen & Arieli, 2011), as well as to 

create opportunities for further validation from within the research participant groups as a form 

of acknowledgement that the research was worthwhile (Browne, 2005).  

Data collection 

Within Africanist Sista-hood there is recognition of the importance of both the individual and 

the collective, which fits well with Deaf identities and collective cultural analyses espoused 

within Deaf cultural discourses.  As such both individual interviews and focus groups were the 

chosen method of collecting the data within the wider research project. All participants who 

took part in the individual interviews were invited to participate in the focus groups and self-

selected to attend. There were not enough Deaf women to come forward for the focus group 

so data was only collected via individual interview. Two focus groups took place with Black 

women; in one of these focus groups there were an additional three women recruited through 

the snowball who were not available for individual interviews but they did take part in the focus 

group. 

The straight forward decision to collect data from Black participants via spoken English and 

tape record was contrasted by many complex epistemological and methodological dilemmas 

about how this should take place with Deaf participants. All the Deaf partic ipants 

communicated in British Sign Language (BSL). As a researcher I then had the choice to either 

operate outside of my own first language and the difficulties this could create about accuracy 

and precision, or choose to work through an interpreter and the problems associated with 

adding a third party, including negative effects on rapport, time lag, and negotiating the 

physical positioning of three active parties (Young & Hunt, 2011). As I am a qualified 
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BSL/English interpreter I made the decision to conduct the interviews in sign language, which 

also carries with it the advantage of bringing the researcher closer to the participants, and 

these interviews were video recorded.  

 

Data analysis 

Data was analysed using thematic analysis. Using Africanist Sista-hood with its focus on self-

naming, encouraged acknowledgement of participant’s self-defined realities, which formed the 

starting point of analysis. Taking a qualitative approach to the research with a focus on gaining 

greater understanding behind the meaning of experiences is similar in approach to the practice 

of social work practitioners. Braun & Clarke (2006) discuss the way that thematic analysis is 

flexible and not tied to any one theoretical framework, the important element is that it fits with 

the broader epistemological positions within it. The framework of Africanist Sista -hood in 

Britain links directly with Deaf cultural discourse and counter constructions discussed earlier. 

This married with snowball sampling as “a method through which counter narratives can be 

told” (Woodley & Lockard, 2016) also made thematic analysis an appropriate route to data 

analysis. 

The first step of thematic analysis described by Crowe, Inder, & Porter (2015), as reading and 

re-reading the data in order to become familiar with it does of course assume that the data 

has been transcribed into a written form. In my own experience the decision of whether to 

transcribe the BSL interviews caused many epistemological and methodological dilemmas. 

Notwithstanding the advantages of working directly from the raw data discussed in the 

literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Gibbs, 2007) other dilemmas related mainly to the status and 

value placed on the language also permeated the decisions I made. 

The particularities of transcription by hearing researchers and representation of signed data 

have been debated by scholars with different perspectives being put forward on the wider 

implications of the research decisions being made (Najarian, 2006; Stone & West, 2012; 

Young & Temple, 2014; Obasi, 2017;). These debates include issues of power and dominance 

of majority over minority languages, authenticity, accurate representation of different parts of 

signed languages including eye gaze, role shift, facial expression, positioning etc. that can 

lead to the researcher searching for equivalences with the end product having elements being 

lost in translation. There is no written equivalent of BSL, so in transcribing signed data 

researchers face a choice of either abandoning the grammatical structure of BSL in favour of 

that of written English grammar or following the word order of BSL alien to the eye in reading 

written English and in the words of Najarian (2006) risk tripping up the reader. Young & Temple 
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(2014) describe transcription from BSL to English as akin to epistemological and ontological 

vandalism.  Stone & West (2012) also talk about the issues of “ fidelity or the faithfulness of 

rendering” in the translation and the importance of recognising influence of the translator in so 

doing. My decision to work straight from the data rather than transcribe in the main fieldwork 

analysis helped settle some of these ethical dilemmas but they soon resurfaced aga in during 

write up and dissemination. Where the opportunity lends itself, I have tried to take a similar 

position to Najarian (2006) and aimed to preserve some elements of all the participant’s 

language or phraseology in the (re)presentations I offer. 

 

Discussion 

The reflexive turn in qualitative research (Lizard & McAvoy, 2020) does have the practice of 

reflexivity and our interactions with participants at the centre, but the epistemological question 

of how the researcher’s own biographical experiences influence the research process as well 

as the knowledge production process has been theoretically as well as methodologically under 

valorised (Ruokonen-Engler & Siouti, 2016, pp. 747-8). 

As a Black female, researching experiences of minority social workers, whilst navigating the 

white male and female systems of knowledge production, I found the need to keep in 

constant contact with my epistemological positioning as an anchoring system amongst  the 

waves of hegemony coming from many directions in my research journey. These are 

systems of power and privilege that work together in a way that reproduces its own 

structures whilst subjugating others. My epistemological positioning rooted in the validation 

not just of subjugated knowledge but also subjugated knowers impacted on every stage of 

my research right from conception to dissemination.  

Much has been written about the fluid nature of insider/outsider relationships in research and 

the shifting positions this occupies (Mullings, 1999; Obasi, 2014; Mayorga-Gallo & Hordge-

Freeman, 2017; Obasi, 2017; Shaw, Howe, Beazer, & Carr, 2019; Nelson, 2020) . Mayorga-

Gallo & Hordge-Freeman reflect on the way they navigated both privilege and marginality 

and state that  their “identities reflect social and political histories of communities of which we 

are a part” (Mayorga-Gallo & Hordge-Freeman, 2017, p. 380). Researchers from 

marginalised identities researching other marginalised groups may well recognise the ways 

in which privilege and oppression remain closely conjoined as they shift between minority 

and majority status. Whether in research or social work, reconstruction of knowledge through 

the validation of Black ontology is a legitimate and valid source of knowledge production 

(Aymer, 2009). It is a legitimate source of knowledge production that is unfortunately largely 
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absent from the social work education and practice fields. This often necessitates challenge 

to dominant framing of knowledge. Tinarwo in her research with Zimbabwean social workers 

in the UK, highlights the shortcomings of the British approach to tackling racism as it avoids 

connecting with history and frames it instead as a problem of ignorant individuals (Tinarwo, 

2015, p. 711). In this sense then if further masks the structural forces reproducing and 

enabling it. Social work practitioner experiences of racism and discrimination in Britain are 

rarely published in academic literature on social work education or practice. Aymer (2009), 

Channer & Doel (2009) and Tinwaro (2015) are a few exceptions. In their work they 

foreground lived experiences of Black social workers including recognition of the structural 

forces that enable and reinforce the racism they face. In so doing they are challenging these 

established systems of knowledge production. 

As a hearing researcher I am unavoidably linked to the history of oppression that marks 

hearing ON Deaf research. I remain a beneficiary of this privilege. It is privilege and 

oppression that has fuelled the attempts to wilfully suppress Deaf epistemology and 

ontology. These epistemologies have more recently begun to resurface and have much to 

offer in wider public debates. Even though my privilege is tempered by the history of racism 

within the same research field, it is a privilege that must remain in plain sight and help  shape 

my understandings. Developments in Africanists Sista-hood in Britain married up with Deaf 

cultural discourse have allowed the foregrounding of subjugated knowledge in the 

methodological decisions I made. 

In focussing on social workers, issues of power and positionality in research highlight the 

importance of power and positionality in social work. Social workers both in training and 

practice are often encouraged to reflect on their power and position, but this is generally in 

relation to their professional status. Ruokonen-Engler & Siouti (2016) problematise the 

'invisible’ role of the researcher and seek instead to shine a light on the very many 

biographical entanglements that researchers bring to the field. In a previous paper entitles 

“Race and ethnicity in sign language interpreter education, training and practice”  I address 

the level of professional invisibility required by the role of sign language interpreter and how 

for Black interpreters our professional ‘invisibility’ is often surpassed by our personal identity 

as Black people  (Obasi, 2013). Similarly, for Deaf social workers operating in hearing 

spaces and Black social workers in white spaces, issues of both invisibility and hypervisibility 

need to be acknowledged. Perhaps a similar reflexive turn in social work is also overdue.  

Concluding remarks 

Chilisa & Nteane (2010) in their discussions on academic theorising urge scholars to employ 

theoretical frameworks that are eclectic and combine theories and techniques from disparate 



Page 16 of 21 
 

disciplines and paradigms in order to offer new ways of re-reading the world (Chilisa & Nteane, 

2010, p. 620).  Shaw, Howe, Beazer, & Carr, (2019) in their paper on research ethics and 

positionality use their experiences in self-reflection to draw relevance to other research 

populations. Similarly within this article I have provided examples of how this approach has 

been applied within the particular research journey I have undertaken but the framework of 

Africanist Sista-hood in Britain has much to offer in creating alliances across many other 

theoretical and methodological encounters that originate from a desire to foreground situated 

knowledge subjugated by the dominance of hegemony. The frameworks for analysis used 

within this research offers such opportunities of re-reading and re-telling perspectives and 

experiences often hidden from view. Applying the framework of Africanist Sista -hood allows 

for the recognition of the importance of self-naming including the cultural and linguistic 

understandings of Deaf identity and self-actualisation central to Deafhood. It recognises the 

flexibility in the use of familial language in Deaf ethnicity and validates the counter hegemonic 

constructions evident in discussions of Deaf Gain. The perspectives revealed within the 

concepts become intertwined with the theoretical framework and the lens through which 

analysis of data took place. The framework of Africanist Sista-hood in Britain in prioritising 

lived experience over academic theorising leaves space for flexibility in analysis.  

Intersectionality is a central part of Africanist Sista-hood in Britain and although gender is a 

recognisable and impactful part of every woman’s life, other aspects including race and Deaf 

identity may at times be experienced and articulated in such a way that permeates interactions 

and relationships even more than does gender. 

Although my own biographical entanglements (Ruokonen-Engler & Siouti, 2016) both prior to, 

during and after the research have shaped the unique reflexive accounts discussed here, 

qualitative researchers from all backgrounds should also engage with their own biological 

entanglements to help them to make sense of the epistemological influence on their work. As 

researchers we should not feel obliged to fit into traditional methodological boxes calved by 

the tools of power and privilege. Both in research and social work practice, keeping our eye 

firmly fixed on our epistemology allows us the freedom to create our own tools designed to 

help us break free from hegemonic structures of knowledge production currently dominating 

research and practice fields.  
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