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Lengua de Señas Mexicana (LSM, Mexican Sign Language) faces challenging circumstances because paths of transmission that are common for many sign languages (schools and schooling programs where deaf children gain access to the language through deaf adults and older deaf children) are not widely available. Still the language is not moribund, even though the majority of signers are late or very late learners, with first contact at the age of ten years or older. Signers’ comments about LSM suggest a language ideology that reflects these circumstances. 

This paper will examine LSM’s origin/extinction legend narrated by elderly deaf signers in Mexico City.  The narrative is stable, told and re-told, and based in historical fact. It interprets facts to portray the precarious circumstances of Mexican signers and LSM. The legend begins with Benito Juarez, who played a role in expanding education for deaf people in Mexico in the 19th century, and in the process created a context in which processes of creolization resulted in LSM.  In the late 20th century agents of the government, particularly medical doctors, set in motion events that signers view as a fatal threat to LSM. Deaf Mexican signers’ interpretations of history reveal a complex ideology that expresses group cohesiveness, locates individuals in the group, accounts for relations with the world outside the group, as well as Spanish, sets standards of linguistic beauty, and describes LSM as a tool for learning and thinking.  Ideological constructs are shared by hearing Mexicans, and include the iconic status of Benito Juarez, the importance of viewing others con respeto (respectfully), and the obligation of parents to raise children who are bien educados (well-raised).   

This work is based on data generated by on-going sociolinguistic and language documentation fieldwork in Mexico City and the surrounding area extending to Cuernavaca, Puebla, Texcoco, and Toluca. The overarching question of this research asks about sociolinguistic and linguistic consequences, i.e. consequences for Mexican deaf people and consequences for LSM, of disrupted transmission and undependable avenues of continuity for a sign language.   Elderly signers believe that LSM is in precarious circumstances. They respond negatively to variation and question the authenticity of the language as it is used in other regions, making documentation of the language a challenging enterprise since Mexico City signers, the majority of the signers in Mexico, do not feel that they are part of a national linguistic community of signers.
