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"EXPERIENCING" DEAF AT ECLF 

In June I attended the East Coast Lesbian 
Festival Silent Pre-Fest. For three days I 
lived with 60 other dykes in silence at an 
American Sign Language intensive 
sponsored by ECLF. For those learning 
ASL participating in an immersion or 
intensive program provides in some way 
the experience of "living deaf." Programs 
such as this are held regularly around the 
U.S., but never has there been one before
specifically for lesbians taught by deaf
lesbians. This event sponsored by ECLF
was the first of many of its kind, i.e.,
specifically for lesbians.

Even though there were other lesbians on 
the land working to prepare for the festival 
weekend, those of us participating in the 
immersion lived together in cabins, ate 
together, and experienced as much silence 
as we could away from radios, TV's, 
phones, and other hearing/speaking 
lesbians. The dykes who attended had 

varying levels of experience with ASL­
from those who dido 't know the alphabet to 
those with several years of ASL experience. 
We all had varying reasons for attending as 
well. Our forms of communication included 
ASL, writing notes, miming, pointing, 
gesturing, acting, and so on. 

With two deaf lesbian teachers, we took 
classes in deaf culture, specifically deaf 
lesbian culture; studied ASL, practiced new 
vocabulary ,  s t reng thened  our 
visual/observatory skills, and worked 
together to provide our own entertainment. 
Often we experienced frustration, inability 
to communicate, awe, confusion, and 
anxiety; but we also experienced excitment, 
joy and friendship. And we laughed and 
laughed and laughed. But more 
importantly, we also experienced a hint of 
what it means to be a deaf lesbian 
surrounded by hearing lesbian culture. 
There is, of course, no way that hearing 
lesbians can ever totally know what that 
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