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Losing the Language of Silence

As more deaf children are given the chance to hear, the eloquent system of signing is under 
attack.

4Comments | Add Yours 

●     By Lou Ann Walker 
●     Published Jan 13, 2008 

Students and faculty signing on the grounds of St. Joseph's School for the Deaf in the Bronx.   
(Photo: Ann Weathersby)

Every day, thousands of people drive the expressway past a mysterious and imposing turreted brick Victorian in the Bronx. 
Visitors to St. Joseph’s School for the Deaf remark how disconcerting it must be to teach with trucks roaring by constantly. 
Hearing people’s annoyance at loud distractions? The basis for long-standing jokes in the deaf world. The real noise at this and 
New York’s other 4,201 schools is about deaf culture’s fight for survival. Once again, the eloquent language of signing is under 
attack. 
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St. Joseph’s is feeling the impact of the cochlear-implant boom later than other places. Until five years ago, no hospital in the 
Bronx was doing the implant. “Then it exploded here,” says Dr. Patricia Martin, the school’s executive director. “About one 
third of our children have cochlear implants. I think the deaf community as we know it is going to be different. Many say the 
cochlear implant is the demise of deaf culture.” 

Hearing loss is the most prevalent sensory loss in the United States. One in 1,000 babies is born profoundly deaf, according to 
the Deafness Research Foundation. Another two out of 1,000 have a hearing loss correctable by hearing aids. The National 
Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders points out that “an implant does not restore normal hearing.” 
Cochlear implants bypass damaged portions of the ear and directly stimulate the auditory nerve. Signals generated by the implant 
are sent by way of the auditory nerve to the brain. Hearing through a cochlear implant is different from normal hearing and takes 
time to learn. “Some cochlear implants are extremely successful,” Martin says. “But people with implants are still deaf. Just 
because you have a prosthesis doesn’t mean you’re not an amputee. Whether or not people want to be part of a deaf community 
is a choice.” 

My own parents are profoundly, prelingually deaf—deaf before the age of two. I’m hearing, but American Sign Language (ASL) 
was my first language. I signed for myself as I talked to people at St. Joseph’s about the conflicts over deaf culture. Many 
parents are resistant to letting children with implants learn ASL; teachers are discouraged from using it, with oral and lip-reading 
instruction now favored. More deaf children are being mainstreamed into public-school classrooms. But not all children succeed 
with implants, and if they are unable to acquire enough tools to communicate, they fall behind. The battles over ASL are not so 
much about the absence of hearing as about the presence of a language.

What is it about sign language that makes people want to fight for it? Robert Pinsky wrote a poem in collaboration with deaf 
students depicting ASL as “a language, full of grace … visible, invisible, dark, and clear.” It is a language of extraordinary 
intimacy. If French is the language of lovers and German the language of commerce, then perhaps sign is the language of 
humans connecting. You can’t sign to someone if you’re standing next to that person. You have to look full-on at each other—
watch each other’s faces and necks, shoulders and elbows, hips and knees. You have to stand a bit farther back than you do with 
spoken language so that you can take in the entirety of the person, and take in that entirety you must. A mother cannot stir the 
soup and shout over her shoulder for her child to finish homework. Instead, she puts down the spoon, goes to find the child, faces 
the child, and signs. She watches the child’s response carefully and responds to what the child is doing or not doing, saying or 
not saying. 

The emphasis in sign language is on visual creativity. Whereas a hearing teenager might frequently repeat “like” and “so,” deaf 
people encourage each other to play with the language, expand the poetry in everyday speech. A turbulent plane ride isn’t “like 
so bouncing, like I thought I would toss my lunch, like that plane just dropped.” No, this jet cruising at top speed hit clouds, 
bounced, swirled, swooped up, down, overhead bins popping open, clothing tumbling onto heads, tray table wobbling, stomach 
so tense, so nervous. In sign, articles and prepositions that have nothing to do with setting up the visual field are thrown out. 
Instead of telling a story in a linear way, several events are related at once. The deaf storyteller holds onto the stomach while 
relating the actual movement of the aircraft. People speak of the music of sign. Yet I see it more as a painting—it’s the 
complexity of the painting you take in, the totality of the Matisse, the Monet. Signing is about playing with negative space as 
much as with positive.

Next: The oralism-versus-sign-language debate. 
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●     Next 

Join the Discussion

Read All Comments | Add Yours

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/ (5 of 10)1/16/2008 6:10:55 AM

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/comments.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/comments.html#comment-form


Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine

Recent Comments On This Article

●     

 Editor's Pick

To say that sign language is "under attack" is misleading. No one is attacking sign lanugage. Rather, the cochlear implant 
has given deaf children the...

To say that sign language is "under attack" is misleading. No one is attacking sign lanugage. Rather, the cochlear implant 
has given deaf children the chance to participate fully in the mainstream of life. My granddaughter, now 11 years old, was 
born profoundly deaf, and received an impant at the age of 2. She attended an excellent oral school with intense speech 
therapy until she was 5, when she was mainstreamed into a regular kindergarten.

Her speech is beautiful, better than that of a lot of children who were born with normal hearing. She participates fully in 
the life of her school and community. She can interact with the world without needing an interpreter. She can order what 
she wants in a restaurant; she can ask for what she wants in a shop; she can have friends who are both hearing and deaf; 
she can learn a foreign language, she can take music lessons. How is this bad? How could you deny this to a child now 
that the technology exists? What right do you or the "deaf culture" have to pass judgement upon somehing which as been 
such a benefit to so many? 

No one is forcing anyone to abandon the use of sign. Don't criticize those families that have chosen a different way for 
themselves and their children. Both choices--signing and oral education--are valid.

Close

❍     By Ecat on 01/15/2008 at 6:30 pm 
●     

good blog! I i knew a online deaf/hoh community site deafromance.com has DEAF NEWS feature. I like onlining this 
site for deaf relatd news, video,...

good blog! I i knew a online deaf/hoh community site deafromance.com has DEAF NEWS feature. I like onlining this 
site for deaf relatd news, video, blog, forum...

Close

❍     By MMdeaf on 01/15/2008 at 10:57 am 
●     

I'm so glad that I read your blog! It's beautiful!

❍     By deafwave on 01/15/2008 at 10:27 am 
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Losing the Language of Silence

Not long after St. Joseph’s was established, Alexander Graham Bell and Edward Miner Gallaudet, founder of what is now 
Gallaudet University, in Washington, D.C., embarked on a bitter feud. Bell advocated oralism; Gallaudet, the use of sign. Both 
men had mothers who were deaf. Within two decades of the 1880 Milan Conference, where Bell campaigned that deaf people 
should not be teachers of the deaf, many programs around the world, and particularly in the U.S., had become oral. Children 
were required to focus on speaking and lip reading, and not allowed to sign. 

For much of the twentieth century, oralism took precedence. But that doesn’t mean that deaf people weren’t signing to each 
other all the time. In hallways, in dormitories, behind buildings—these were the places of forbidden pleasures. In public, deaf 
people’s signs were often small, constrained. Too often, hearing people stared. Or sniffed, repelled by the physicality of the 
signs. Deaf clubs where people congregated to trade stories, gossip—those were the places of freedom. The deaf-power 
movement came into being in the late sixties, and by the eighties there was a truce. Oralists and manualists agreed to disagree. 
Signing even became chic; hearing parents enrolled their hearing babies in sign programs—or learned signing themselves to 
promote early language acquisition.

The recent resurgence of oralism seems to have taken culturally deaf people by surprise. Organizations such as the Deafness 
Research Foundation now talk about “conquering deafness,” stinging terms to some deaf people, given the eugenics laws 
through the twenties and the 1,600 deaf people exterminated in Nazi Germany.

A few years ago, St. Joseph’s had a student enrollment of 130—now it’s 110. “In ten years, I don’t know: Will we be open?” 
asks Amy Sincoff, the St. Joseph’s librarian. “We hope as long as we can—not only for our jobs. For the deaf culture.” She 
speaks of an implanted boy who was mainstreamed. “He couldn’t function. It was too hearing.” 

How can there be such a thing as too hearing? For a deaf person used to signing, the rhythms of communication are off. In a deaf 
class, someone points to where one’s attention should fall. Heads turn. Hearing people often don’t look at what is germane—out 
of politesse, or simply because they don’t need to. If everyone is looking in different directions, how can you know what’s going 
on? Think of a playground—children dashing off to swing, then running back into tight groups, heads together, making jokes. 
Those heads are too close for a person relying on lip reading.

A deaf person’s ability to read faces is so refined that he or she can parse every blink. Hearing people say one thing, but their 
faces often indicate different thoughts. Deaf children can tell when a mainstream teacher is miffed at the interruption of class for 
speech lessons. They sense the teacher’s annoyance at having an extra person in the classroom if the student has an interpreter. 
Even the architecture of a classroom works to the deaf student’s disadvantage; often, filing cabinets are too high for clear sight 
lines, and desks are arranged so that students turn their backs to one another. 

Some kids know how to use their “otherness” to their advantage. One deaf girl who was mainstreamed in high school was 
brilliant at manipulating her state-mandated interpreter to help her become popular. She sprinkled her conversation with curse 
words—the interpreter is required by code to say everything the deaf person signs. The kids laughed. She was a social star. 
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A St. Joseph’s display case labeled PROGRESS holds a smattering of once-bright technological advances: a tie-clip hearing aid 
circa the fifties; a “Phonic Ear” from the sixties; an eyeglass aid from the seventies. So many of the kids in the school, Sincoff 
says, toss their external cochlear-implant devices into a backpack. “Just like they used to with those,” she says, pointing at the 
case. 

There is a sign I love: two fists at the forehead that suddenly whoosh out, hands expanding into encompassing arcs. The 
translation: “Mind expanded.” Or, “New world opening up.” Or, “I suddenly take in so much more than I ever could before.” As 
someone who lives in the world of words and signs, I support whatever will give a child as much language as possible. I am for 
cochlear implants and I am for sign language. I wish so many people didn’t see those two as mutually exclusive. 

The ferocity of attachment to the language of signing in the deaf world keeps growing. This past November, my mild-mannered 
80-year-old deaf father drove an hour and a half from his home to Purdue University to take part in a—yes, silent—protest 
against the exclusive use of oralism. In orange letters on his black T-shirt: 

STOP LANGUAGE OPPRESSION
DEAF BABIES AND CHILDREN
HAVE A RIGHT TO
AMERICAN SIGN LANGUAGE

When I question him as to why he went to the protest, he says, “I simply want people to honor the way your mother and I 
speak.” Someone once asked my father what the best thing about being deaf was. His answer? “Being deaf.”
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To say that sign language is "under attack" is misleading. No one is attacking sign lanugage. Rather, the cochlear implant 
has given deaf children the...

To say that sign language is "under attack" is misleading. No one is attacking sign lanugage. Rather, the cochlear implant 
has given deaf children the chance to participate fully in the mainstream of life. My granddaughter, now 11 years old, was 
born profoundly deaf, and received an impant at the age of 2. She attended an excellent oral school with intense speech 
therapy until she was 5, when she was mainstreamed into a regular kindergarten.

Her speech is beautiful, better than that of a lot of children who were born with normal hearing. She participates fully in 
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the life of her school and community. She can interact with the world without needing an interpreter. She can order what 
she wants in a restaurant; she can ask for what she wants in a shop; she can have friends who are both hearing and deaf; 
she can learn a foreign language, she can take music lessons. How is this bad? How could you deny this to a child now 
that the technology exists? What right do you or the "deaf culture" have to pass judgement upon somehing which as been 
such a benefit to so many? 

No one is forcing anyone to abandon the use of sign. Don't criticize those families that have chosen a different way for 
themselves and their children. Both choices--signing and oral education--are valid.

Close

❍     By Ecat on 01/15/2008 at 6:30 pm 
●     

good blog! I i knew a online deaf/hoh community site deafromance.com has DEAF NEWS feature. I like onlining this 
site for deaf relatd news, video,...

good blog! I i knew a online deaf/hoh community site deafromance.com has DEAF NEWS feature. I like onlining this 
site for deaf relatd news, video, blog, forum...

Close

❍     By MMdeaf on 01/15/2008 at 10:57 am 
●     

I'm so glad that I read your blog! It's beautiful!

❍     By deafwave on 01/15/2008 at 10:27 am 

See All 4 Comments | Add Yours 

●     Archive: “Features” 

●     Table of Contents: Jan 21, 2008 issue of New York | Subscribe! 

One Woman's Solitary Journey Pockets of Stillness

Extreme Stress Cases The Peaceful Cubicle

Tips for E-mail Artistry The Attack on Sign Language

Head-to-Toe Tune-up The Strange Allure of Anesthesia

Retreats Around the Corner Free Yoga

Donna Karan: Zen Mistress Searching for Peace

Share 

❍      

❍      

Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine

Related:

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html (6 of 10)1/16/2008 6:12:19 AM

http://my.nymag.com/Ecat/comments/
http://my.nymag.com/MMdeaf/comments/
http://my.nymag.com/deafwave/comments/
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/comments.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/comments.html#comment-form
http://nymag.com/nymag/features/archive
http://nymag.com/nymag/toc/20080121
https://secure.palmcoastd.com/pcd/document?ikey=03921IBDG
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42818/
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42819/
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42820/
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42821/index.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42830/index.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42824/index.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42825/index.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42826/
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42827/
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42828/
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42829/
http://digg.com/submit?phase=2&url=http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html&title=Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine
http://reddit.com/submit?url=http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html&title=Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine


Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine

❍      

❍      

●      Email 

●      Print 

Advertising

Frostbite-Free Getaways

From Islamorada, Florida, to Jamaica’s secluded south coast, these quick trips are sure to melt away the winter blues.

More in Travel

●     24 Hrs 
●     7 Days 
●     30 Days 

1.  Can Technocrat CEO Jeff Bewkes Save Time Warner? 
2.  Why the Bad-Mommy Brigade Loves to Hate Britney Spears 
3.  Are Jews Smarter? 
4.  Did a Fast Make Gwyneth Sicketh? 
5.  How Can America's Rich Teach Their Children the Value of a Dollar? 

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html (7 of 10)1/16/2008 6:12:19 AM

http://del.icio.us/post?url=http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html&title=Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine
http://furl.net/storeIt.jsp?u=http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html&t=Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine
http://ad.doubleclick.net/click;h=v8/3649/0/0/%2a/o;172079941;0-0;0;23203388;4307-300/250;24206994/24224847/1;;~fdr=174392365;0-0;0;13216471;4307-300/250;24249290/24267143/1;;~sscs=%3fhttp://www.horchow.com/index.jhtml?ecid=hccnymagazineSHOPB
http://nymag.com/travel/
http://nymag.com/shopping/bestbets/42576/
http://nymag.com/shopping/bestbets/42576/
http://nymag.com/travel/index.html
http://www.nymag.com/news/features/42831?imw=Y
http://www.nymag.com/family/features/42814?imw=Y
http://www.nymag.com/nymetro/news/culture/features/1478?imw=Y
http://www.nymag.com/daily/intel/2008/01/gwyneth_is_sicketh.html?imw=Y
http://www.nymag.com/news/features/42595?imw=Y


Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine

6.  More Top Stories 

The Current Issue

 

Subscribe to New York

●     View Contents 
●     Order Issue 
●     Cover Gallery 
●     Customer Service 

●     Subscribe
●     Give a Gift

Subscribe 

Give a Gift 

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html (8 of 10)1/16/2008 6:12:19 AM

http://nymag.com/includes/tableofcontents.htm
http://nymag.com/includes/tableofcontents.htm
http://nymag.com/includes/tableofcontents.htm
https://secure.palmcoastd.com/pcd/eServCartCk?iServ=MDM5MjEzODM0MiZpUGFnZUlkPTc3NjUz&iInvId=18579&iQuantity=1
http://nymag.com/nymag/toc/2008/index.html
https://secure.palmcoastd.com/pcd/eServ?iServ=MDM5MjEzOTI0MQ==
javascript:issueTab('ny-subscribe');
javascript:issueTab('ny-gift');
javascript:void(0);


Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine

●      How to Find Peace and Quiet in the City 

●      
●     ‘Portfolio’ Still Looking Elsewhere for Inspiration 

●     Gwyneth: Hungry AND Pregnant? 
●     In 2008 Primary Race, Delegates Take the Lead 

●     Why Director Doug Liman Has Sellout Issues 

●     The GOP May Finally Need John McCain 

●     Can Jeff Bewkes Fix Time Warner's Problems? 

Ads by Google

●     Official Site: AMBIEN CR™ 
(zolpidem tartrate extended release /CIV): Get Free 7-Day Trial Supply
www.AmbienCR.com

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html (9 of 10)1/16/2008 6:12:19 AM

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/index.html
http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/index.html
http://nymag.com/daily/intel/
http://nymag.com/daily/intel/2008/01/portfolio_imports_talent_from.html
http://nymag.com/daily/intel/2008/01/gwyneth_hungy_and_pregnant.html
http://nymag.com/daily/intel/2008/01/in_2008_primary_race_delegates.html
http://nymag.com/news/features/42823/index.html
http://nymag.com/news/features/42823/index.html
http://nymag.com/news/politics/powergrid/42815/
http://nymag.com/news/politics/powergrid/42815/
http://nymag.com/news/features/42831/index.html
http://nymag.com/news/features/42831/index.html
http://services.google.com/feedback/abg?url=http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html&amp;hl=en&amp;client=ca-pub-9464321798359467&amp;adU=www.AmbienCR.com&amp;adT=Official+Site:+AMBIEN+CR%E2%84%A2&amp;done=1
http://pagead2.googlesyndication.com/pagead/iclk?sa=l&ai=BR7ncfiyOR7bqOIyiVLHMzMgPwo-WL879lKYEwI23AQAQARgBIKf1kAI4AFD02c20_f____8BYMnO7IiEpOwPsgEJbnltYWcuY29tyAEB2gE3aHR0cDovL255bWFnLmNvbS9ndWlkZXMvbWluZGJvZHkvMjAwOC80MjgyMi9pbmRleDEuaHRtbJgC9AjAAgHIAua-zAOoAwHoA2zoA0PoA6UF6AMt9QMCAAAA&num=1&ggladgrp=10916589974191008709&gglcreat=14995843376801586217&adurl=https://www.ambiencr.com/register_now/ambien-free-trial.aspx%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpm%26utm_term%3Dgst%2Btravel%26utm_content%3DAMC1389%26utm_campaign%3Dbaseline1%26SourceCode%3DAMC1389&client=ca-pub-9464321798359467
http://pagead2.googlesyndication.com/pagead/iclk?sa=l&ai=BR7ncfiyOR7bqOIyiVLHMzMgPwo-WL879lKYEwI23AQAQARgBIKf1kAI4AFD02c20_f____8BYMnO7IiEpOwPsgEJbnltYWcuY29tyAEB2gE3aHR0cDovL255bWFnLmNvbS9ndWlkZXMvbWluZGJvZHkvMjAwOC80MjgyMi9pbmRleDEuaHRtbJgC9AjAAgHIAua-zAOoAwHoA2zoA0PoA6UF6AMt9QMCAAAA&num=1&ggladgrp=10916589974191008709&gglcreat=14995843376801586217&adurl=https://www.ambiencr.com/register_now/ambien-free-trial.aspx%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpm%26utm_term%3Dgst%2Btravel%26utm_content%3DAMC1389%26utm_campaign%3Dbaseline1%26SourceCode%3DAMC1389&client=ca-pub-9464321798359467
http://pagead2.googlesyndication.com/pagead/iclk?sa=l&ai=BR7ncfiyOR7bqOIyiVLHMzMgPwo-WL879lKYEwI23AQAQARgBIKf1kAI4AFD02c20_f____8BYMnO7IiEpOwPsgEJbnltYWcuY29tyAEB2gE3aHR0cDovL255bWFnLmNvbS9ndWlkZXMvbWluZGJvZHkvMjAwOC80MjgyMi9pbmRleDEuaHRtbJgC9AjAAgHIAua-zAOoAwHoA2zoA0PoA6UF6AMt9QMCAAAA&num=1&ggladgrp=10916589974191008709&gglcreat=14995843376801586217&adurl=https://www.ambiencr.com/register_now/ambien-free-trial.aspx%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpm%26utm_term%3Dgst%2Btravel%26utm_content%3DAMC1389%26utm_campaign%3Dbaseline1%26SourceCode%3DAMC1389&client=ca-pub-9464321798359467


Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine

Copyright © 2008, New York Media Holdings LLC. All Rights Reserved.

●     New York Magazine 
●     Contact Us 
●     Site Map 
●     Media Kit 
●     Privacy Policy 
●     Terms 
●     Magazine Customer Service 
●     Newsletters 

●      RSS Feeds 

 

http://nymag.com/guides/mindbody/2008/42822/index1.html (10 of 10)1/16/2008 6:12:19 AM

http://nymag.com/newyork/aboutus/index.html
http://nymag.com/contactus/index.html
http://nymag.com/sitemap/index.html
http://nymag.com/newyork/mediakit/index.html
http://nymag.com/newyork/privacy/index.html
http://nymag.com/newyork/terms/index.html
https://secure.palmcoastd.com/pcd/eServ?iServ=MDM5MjEyNDE2Ng==
http://nymag.com/newsletters/
http://www.nymag.com/newyork/rss/
http://www.nymag.com/newyork/rss/

	nymag.com
	Peace and Quiet 2008 - The Attack on Sign Language -- New York Magazine


	IKNBDNOHICOKLNJCMLBHPIPAPHCAAPPO: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: 
	f2: [all]

	f3: 

	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: 336x280,magpromo,mostemailed,sectionpromo,FIXED
	f2: 336x600,magpromo,mostemailed,FIXED
	f3: 336x800,FIXED
	f4: 


	form6: 
	x: 
	f1: Your First Name
	f2: Your Last Name
	f3: Your Email Address


	form7: 
	x: 
	f1: Your Full Name
	f2: Your Email Address


	form8: 
	x: 
	f1: 
	f2: 
	f3: 03921IBDN


	form9: 
	x: 
	f1: 
	f2: 
	f3: 03921IBG1





