
The research team ‘Beyond hearing: cultures overlooked’ is happy to announce that its 
guest,  

 

Michele Friedner  
 (State University of New York,Stony Brook)  

 
Will be presenting two seminars to which you are cordially invited.  
Interntional Sign interpreters will be present on both occasions 

 
 

Praying for rights: 
cultivating deaf worlds and institutions in urban India 

Tuesday 7th of February 
15.30 – 17.00 h. 

Room B 5.12 (common room Anthropology department) 
 University of Amsterdam, Roeterseilandcomplex 

Nwe. Achtergracht 166, B-building. 
 
Drawing on ethnographic research, the emergence of a ‘deaf world’ in New Delhi will be 
analyzed. It is a world to which Christianity and deaf sociality are both central. Praying 
for the rights of deaf people, participants move through a number of interconnected 
organizations. How might rights be cultivated in time and space? Cultivation is future-
oriented yet it creates a dense present. The desire for deaf rights produces orientations in 
which deaf people attend to creating organizations, relationships, and selves in the 
present. This focus on cultivating rights provides anthropologists with a way of 
conceptualizing the work that rights do, one that includes bonds between people and God, 
and collaborative desires in the present, irrespective of future successes or failures. This 
talk foregrounds deaf and disability activism that is not solely located in a liberal 
international human rights framework.  
 
 

a second seminar  

(Sign) language as virus; tranmission of deaf sociality as cure 
Friday 10th February 

15.30 – 17.00 uur 
room REC B9.22 (commonroom Political Science Department) 

University of Amsterdam, Roeterseilandcomplex 
Nwe. Achtergracht 166, B-building 

 
This talk explores what it might mean to think about sign language as being ‘contagious’. 
Drawing upon ethnographic research conducted in urban locations in India between 
2007-2016 with sign language-using deaf young adults and their families, and at 
educational and (to a lesser degree) medical institutions, the relationship between stigma 
and contagion will be explored in the context of sign language. If sign language can be 



considered or represented as virus-like—and if it spreads between and among deaf people  
upon exposure—how does this affect the conceptualization of ‘cure’, at a time when 
cochlear implantation and oral-based early intervention is increasingly becoming 
normalized? Condering the impact of stigma on relationality, it will be argued that sign 
language’s viral potentiality lies in its ability to transform and create new relationships 
and worlds.  
 
Drinks will be served after the seminar on Friday 10th.  
 
Michele Friedner, a medical anthropologist, is an assistant professor in the School of 
Health Technology and Management at Stony Brook University/State University of New 
York. Her book Valuing Deaf Worlds in Urban India (Rutgers University Press, 2015) 
analyzed new forms of social, political, and economic value enabled by disability in 
neoliberal India. Friedner has also published work on international deaf and disability 
politics, infrastructure and disability, and religion and disability. In June 2017, she will 
join the Department of Comparative Human Development at the University of Chicago. 


