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JOHN SCHUCHMAN
1990 Recipient of
the Forrest C. Pogue Award

Pamela Henson, interviewer
Smithsonian Institution Archives

HENSON: 1 thought we would just have you tell a little
bit about your family background and your garly year

growing up. .

SCHUCHMAN: 1 was bormn and grew up in the mid-
West, in Indianapolis, Indiana. Spent all of my formative ycars
there. I went (o college initially at General Motors Instituie of
Technology in Flint, Michigan. When I was a senior in high
school, I was smart encugh to figure out who would pay me
the most, so I went with General Motors. It was a cooperative
engineering program, and I was fine in terms of coursework,
but the coop feature was great in that it taught me that I would
have hated 1o be an engineer. So I leamned that very early, and
I've been a supporter of practical, cooperalive education ever
since! I then went back home 0 Indiana and got my under-
graduate degree from Butler University, then graduate degrecs
down at IU—Indiana [University] at Bloomington.

I'm a first generation American. My father and all of my
aunts and uncles and grandparents arc from Russia. The other
unique thing about my family is that my parents were deaf, so
I grew up as an only child of deaf parents. We call children of
deaf parents CODA [Children of Deaf Adults]. I'm not a
musician, but I understand hat a coda in music is sort of the
last piece—it's part of the music, yet it's scparate, and thal's
the term we use to describe the hearing children of deaf
parents, We're part of deaf culture, yet at the same Lime, we're
different, since we're not deaf. And that, obviously, had a lot
of influence on me growing up, and today, in fact, I'm ac-
tive—there's a national organization called CODA.

So I went off 1o graduate school and pursucd my work in
history. My fields were conslitutional and legal history, I did
my dissertation in that area. Like a lot of persons, I think, that
go into history, they're not sure whether they want (o go into
the academic life or they want lo go into a more aclivist role,
And that was true for me. I was never sure whether I wanted

10 go inw law full time or into history, teaching at the univer-
sity level. So the bottom line is that I decided to do both. I
finished all my coursework for the doclorate, decided that
since my field was constitutional anyway and I had an interest
in law, that T would pursuc that, So 1 decided to go to Geor-
getown [Law School] here in Washington, DC.

There were a lot of reasons why I decided that, Thad
been an intemn in the Library of Congress Manuscript Division
in the summer of '63, was involved with civil rights aclivitics,
was doing picketing out in Bel Air and Bowie, against Levitt
Brothers. In those days, Levitt Brothers dido't allow blacks
into their housing developments, so I was out there picketing,
Then I participated in the March on Washington {in August
1963]. I'm one of the many people who participated in the
March on Washington who was not able o hear [Martin
Luther] King's specch, (langhter) becanse there were so mnany
people there that day and the noise and that sort of thing.

So I got marricd in there, so I was actually finishing my
dissertgtion, and was i1 my second/third year of law school at
the same time. The year I had been at the Manuscript Division
at the Library of Congress, I ran into an employee who
happened o be deaf. I remember the first day in the Manu-
script Division, my supervisor was taking me around in the
stacks, introducing me o people, and he sort of poinied at this
individual over in the corner and said, "Well, that's Bert, but
he's deaf and you won't be able 1o communicate with him." [
said, "Well, I can talk to him." So I got to know Bert, Bert was
a graduate of Gallaudet [University]. My own personal
experience—the family, we were poor, so I had never really
heard of Gallaudet as a child growing up. So that was my
introduction to Gallandet.

I didn't actally think much of it on my first visit, but
when I came back later to law school, I remembered, "Ah,
here's a source of money for a law student rying to support his
wife and family!" My senior year, aciyally, I was finishing =
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I applied for an NEH [National Endowment for the
Humanities] grant; got a small grant, essentially for equip-
ment; actually, got an NEH grant and then we applicd 10 a
foundation, which I think is called the National Home Library
Foundation, and with that money we were able lo setup a
room st the library at Gallaudet, which we now call the self-
stody TV room, but was esseatially a room where you conduct
an inlerview like this but in addition o the pen that you're
holding in your hand, you have a litle
control which controls a television/vidco
set-up which Lakes two or threg television
camcras and then puts the signal into the
box so that you can end up with either
one lalking head or a split screen so that
you can see both the interviewer and he
interviewee, Again, in 1980, that was
novel. In fact, it's still so novel that T can't
afTord to do it today, but that's another
story.

So I developed that system and then
tricd lo deal with the problem of how one
translates from sign [language] into
written English, and that was a problem—
ag anyone who's dealt with foreign
languages in an interview knows, It just
drove us crazy. In fact, today, I don't try
to do the translations anymore for
transcripts; I basically prepare a set of
fnding aids and then let people go o the
tapes themselves, Not that it wouldn't be
ideal to do, if you had (he money and the
personnel, but most of my work loday is as an independent
researcher so that I simply can't afford o do those kinds of
things. We tried 1o do it in the beginning by getting volunteer
student interpreters, and it was just more work than the student
could handle,

The other thing I did, of course, was evolve the topics
that we were going Lo lalk about. The two general areas that I
wanted to examine in those projects were (1) the experience of
deaf people who lived through the Great Depression, but
before the creation of what we now call the safety net of
services that many disabled persons are cligible for today.

Around 1980 I began
thinking about how
one could take
techniques of oral
history, applying
them to the deaf
Community.

Then the second area was o talk to them because of their age,

most of them would have been anywhere from twelve to
twenty at the time of the transition from silent movies to
lalkies. That was the other topic that I wanted Lo cover with
them,

The thing that surprised me in those interviews was the
paucity of information about their own heritage in the area of
silent film. It's one of those classic examples of what you don't
get is sometimes more important (han
what you do get. I had deaf people, for
example, telling me correctly the names
of the technology of the time. They were
able to lalk to me about the various
hearing silcnt stars of the time and
actually act out some of their moves and
that kind of stuff.

In preparation for those interviews,
I had gone back and read all of the
contcmporary deaf community newspa-
pers of the lime, and I knew that there
had bcen deaf actors, for example, who
had performed in silent films, I was
surprised that no one could tell me. They
couldn't give me any names; they couldn't
. tell me any of the films. The closest they

! could get was they identified Lon
Chaney, who you may not know was a
child of deaf parents. That was about it,
and so I became intrigued with that and
decided that when 1 had the opportunity, I
would pursue that, and so I did in '85. 1

left administration at Gallaudet and went full time into the
history department again, I proceeded to get as much informa-
tion as I could about, primarily, film in the deaf community,
And in a nuishell, I produced this monograph which is a
history of the relationship of the film industry and the deaf
community from 1902 to 1986, and that's my book, Holly-
wood Speaks.

HENSON: To me the most striking thing is how an im-
provement, purportedly, in technology, would leave a segment
of the community behind, and you just don't think about it
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from that perspective if you're not part of that community, <

SCHUCHMAN: At Gallaudet, we now have an office of
technology assessment, and one of its roles is to examine how
new lechnology will impact [upon] deaf persons. I think the
disability community in general now is insisting on this. The
other (hing that happens is that technology that helps onc
disability group can penalize another one. The whole business
of speech synthesizers that's poing on with computers: that
hclps the blind, of course, but is a problem for the deaf
community.

HENSON: T wonder if you could
talk a litde wmore about the role that oral
history can play in adding the deal
community's viewpoint Lo the historical
record.

SCHUCHMAN: Yes. As 1 said
earlier, one of the things I was con-
cemed about as a historian was that
there wasn't much of what we call deaf
community history. There was a book
published in 1981 called A Narrative of
Deaf America, written by Jack Gannon,
which is really the first atiempt 10
come up with a national history of the
deaf community. Since that time, more
and more hag been published. There's
probably now a dozen solid mono-
graphs that have becn published in the
1980s. In fact, this coming summer, we're going to Sponsor an
international conference on deaf community history, bringing
over some of the Europeans who have begun to do some
historical investigations.

But there's no question in my mind that this increase in
historical awareness is correlated very closcly to the aware-
ness of the deaf community of themselves as a minority group,
and this really is the last twenty years, As the deaf community
has begun to assert itself in lerms of its connection with
minority slatus that we've seen this interest in historical infor-
maiion. It's not that there wasn't any history; it's just that it
tended Lo be written by what some of us call the elite deaf—

... Yyou can end up
with either one
talking head or a split
screen SO that YOU CAN vcae there are ol Kinds of deaf persons.
see both the
interviewer and the
interviewee,

which in the deaf community pretty much meant late onset,
English-spcaking, pretty good speech, deaf persons, which is
one type of deaf person. But they were the ones who (ended o
be the editors and publishers of deaf community newspapers,
which again wcre printed in English. Oddly enough, if you
look at all of the presidents of the National Association of the
Deaf—one of the oldest such organizations in the United
States; it goes back (o 1880 I mean, think about when the
Amcrican Hislorical Association was established. But if you
look at all of the presidents of the National
Association of the Dcaf, they tend 1o be late
onset, good speaking deaf persons. So there
wcre articles written by those folks and
about those folks, in newspapers and inaga-
zines, and a few church histories. But not a
lot beyond that. So the '80s have really made
that difference.

Then cral history, by definition, picks
up the vast community, the deaf community,

used (o 21l people that, "Yes, I work at

Galtaudet, but I grew up in the real deaf

community," meaning my parents and the

working class for example, Oral history

allows those individuals (o share those kinds
| of experiences.

The deaf community, like other
communities shares some of the characteris-
tics of the society at large. Women are a very
tiny voice in the deaf community. In the last

couple of years, that's beginning to change, Most of the history
of the deaf community would see women in very second-class
status, position, whatever, even more 50 with black deaf
persons. So, all of these communities, then, are good candi-
dates for oral history, People ask me, "What kinds of things
can you de with oral history?" Well, there are all kinds of
subjects, and I hope these will come in the future,

I've been working with some students at Gallaudet on
various projects, and one that I'm very exciied about is a Peace
Corps project. There have been deaf volunteers in the Peace
Corps, going back I guess Lo the origins of the Peace Corps,
She's a Peace Corps volunteer herself, and she'd doing a series
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