
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cdso20

Download by: [University of North Carolina at Greensboro] Date: 24 April 2017, At: 09:49

Disability & Society

ISSN: 0968-7599 (Print) 1360-0508 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cdso20

The personal is political in The Deaf Mute Howls:
deaf epistemology seeks disability justice

Octavian E. Robinson & Jonathan Henner

To cite this article: Octavian E. Robinson & Jonathan Henner (2017): The personal is political
in The Deaf Mute Howls: deaf epistemology seeks disability justice, Disability & Society, DOI:
10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723

Published online: 24 Apr 2017.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cdso20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cdso20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cdso20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cdso20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-04-24
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-04-24


Disability & Society, 2017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2017.1313723

The personal is political in The Deaf Mute Howls: deaf 
epistemology seeks disability justice

Octavian E. Robinsona and Jonathan Hennerb

aDepartment of Modern Languages and Literatures, College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, MA, USA; 
bDepartment of Specialized Education Services, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Greensboro, 
NC, USA

ABSTRACT
This article builds on Carol Padden and Tom Humphries’ 
assertion that culturally identified deaf people inhabit a 
different center of knowledge than the non-deaf. Over 
generations of inhabiting a different center, deaf people have 
developed and transmitted embodied knowledge. The core 
of this knowledge is the role of sign language in developing 
language, cognition, and social structures. Modern fields of 
science search for truth by deconstructing false narratives. 
That is, anything worth being scientific is worth testing. 
While this approach may be effective for science, it devalues 
community knowledge since core tenets have no value until 
they are tested. To illustrate this, we critique a literary work, 
The Deaf Mute Howls, by deaf writer Albert Ballin in 1930. His 
work is particularly compelling because he suggests a radical 
approach to disability justice. Many of his claims were later 
verified by science, which presents questions about future 
research praxis centering deaf epistemology.

Points of interest

• � Science ignores the knowledge and experiences of deaf people in research 
about sign language.

• � Deaf people have for a long time shared knowledge about language and 
how it develops our cognitive skills.

• � This article looks at a book by a deaf writer, Albert Ballin, to discuss deaf peo-
ple’s knowledge about language and cognition.

• � Ballin suggests approaches to justice for disabled people rooted in the prin-
ciples of disability justice.
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• � Deaf people’s knowledge and perspectives have much to offer to science 
researchers and their practices.

• � Embracing deaf people’s knowledge can help science and educational 
researchers gain new understandings about language and the brain.

In 1779, deaf Frenchman Pierre Desloges criticized a book published by Abbe 
DesChamps, a non-deaf educator who rejected sign language as an instructional 
medium for deaf children. The critique was ‘A Deaf Person’s Observations About 
An Elementary Course of Education For The Deaf’ (Desloges 2006) in defense of 
sign language-based pedagogical methods. In his book, Desloges argued that sign 
language promotes cognitive and social development in deaf children. ‘A Deaf 
Person’s Observations’ is the first known deaf perspective on deaf education and 
sign language. Desloges’ claims regarding language as the scaffold for deaf episte-
mology, a sentiment shared by many deaf people over the subsequent centuries, 
turned out to be accurate when evidenced by data-driven scientific research in the 
latter part of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (Desloges 2006). While 
scientific methodology has improved in the 237 years since Desloges, what might 
have been gained in deaf and hearing-related research from paying attention to 
deaf epistemology and centering deaf people as subjects and researchers? How 
might non-deaf researchers and society in general have benefited from centering 
deaf cultural communities and methodologies rooted in deaf epistemology? These 
questions, addressed in this article, build on Padden and Humphries’ (1988, 41) 
assertion that culturally-identified deaf people inhabit a different center of knowl-
edge and experiences than non-deaf people. Through shared experiences, deaf 
people have developed and transmitted embodied knowledge (Rosen 2008, 137). 
The core of this knowledge is the role of sign language in developing language, 
cognition, and social structures. Community knowledge and modern science are 
often seen as antagonistic. The modern fields of science search for truth by decon-
structing false narratives (Popper 2005, 9). That is, anything worth being scien-
tific is worth testing. While this approach may be effective for science, it devalues 
community knowledge because core tenets have no value until they are tested.

To illustrate this point, we critique the literary work The Deaf Mute Howls pub-
lished by deaf artist and writer Albert Ballin in 1930 (Ballin 1998). A critical analysis 
of Ballin’s fictional memoir from a psycholinguistics and disability studies perspec-
tive expands our understanding of deaf epistemology, illustrates its relation to the 
scientific body of knowledge, and suggests the potentiality of deaf epistemology in 
future research. Ballin’s work is enthralling because he suggests a radical approach 
to accessibility and inclusion. He attempts to achieve disability justice by argu-
ing for the value of signed language for everyone, including non-deaf people. 
Ballin’s work sought to shift ‘disability representation off from the body and into 
the interface between people with impairments and socially disabling conditions’ 
(Hevey 1993, 426). It makes the distinction between disability and impairment, 
and also argues, familiarly, nothing about us without us. Ballin’s desire for parity of 
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participation illustrates the point about achieving social justice by understanding 
that everyone is interdependent (Mladenov 2016). The Deaf Mute Howls is an exam-
ple of early campaigning for disability rights and social justice activism. Beyond 
disability rights and the debates surrounding deaf education, the text highlights 
the value of deaf epistemology. Deaf Studies scholar Paddy Ladd describes this 
as ‘deaf ways of being in the world, of conceiving that world and their own place 
within it, both in actuality and in potentiality’ (Holcomb 2010, 472). Deaf people, 
including deaf children, are possessors of valuable community knowledge.

A close reading of Ballin raises questions about the ways science has dismissed 
deaf people’s embodied knowledge. Science has also long been dismissive of other 
marginalized people’s situated knowledges:

Feminist epistemology and feminist criticism of science focus on changing the back-
ground social conditions in which science is practiced. It is therefore an explicitly politi-
cal enterprise, but one that is justified by epistemic values, such as reason and empirical 
adequacy, to which science already declares its allegiance. (Anderson 1995, 56)

By extension, deaf epistemology joins feminist epistemology in urging a shift 
away from existing power structures in the production of scientific knowledge. 
Deaf epistemology, then, is the cumulative effort of deaf people who have joined 
the epistemologies of women, disabled people, and other peoples of marginal-
ized social identities, in challenging ‘truth regimes that serve to fortify dominant 
orders and oppress marginalized groups’ (Ray 2013, n.p.). The prescience of Ballin’s 
text, and thus deaf epistemologies, compels a reconsideration of scientific praxis. 
Embracing deaf epistemology means the inclusion of deaf people in research 
and policy-making, acknowledging deaf people’s epistemic authority, producing 
theories treating deafness as a gain rather than as an impairment, rendering deaf 
gain and deaf people’s participation in society visible, and producing knowledge 
that benefits deaf people. Deaf epistemology provides the opportunity to generate 
new questions, theories, and methods in scientific and academic inquiry while 
contributing to emancipatory movements for deaf people. The benefits of deaf 
epistemology are not limited to deaf people; it lends itself to the joint knowledge 
of other marginalized groups such as women and other disabled groups.

Understanding how disability and language situates knowers allows us to 
evaluate and reform structures of epistemic authority. For deaf people, access to 
language translates into access to power and status. This is salient in academic 
disciplines where deaf people’s epistemic authority has long been denied. Ballin’s 
key point is that restricted access to language harms deaf people and non-deaf 
people alike. Language access also affirms belonging in society by reducing lan-
guage-based barriers (Ladd 1988). With language, particularly sign language, deaf 
people and their knowledge contribute to society in meaningful ways.

Ballin’s The Deaf Mute Howls is a narrative of embodied knowledge created in 
the crucible of ableism, audism, and phonocentrism in resistance to oral edu-
cation. Oral education attempts to assimilate deaf children into the non-deaf 
majority through prohibitions on sign language-based education practices 
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(Valente 2011, 643). Joseph Valente, an educational philosopher and advocate, 
writes that oral approaches focus on speech development, lip-reading, and aural 
comprehension practices (i.e. hearing better) often at the expense of other skills. 
Oral education and much of deaf people’s educational history was rooted in 
American social thought policies, which did not include deaf people in their 
genesis. The modernist episteme particularly had repercussions for deaf edu-
cation because leading American thinkers framed deaf people as outside the 
mainstream who needed to be brought into the fold (Rosen 2008, 133–134). In 
the face of the modernist episteme, Ballin, along with many other deaf people of 
the time, resisted the movement by staunchly presenting their own knowledge 
and experiences.

A reading of Ballin and of the larger canon of deaf epistemology obliges us 
to question the value we place on and the consequences of ignoring corporeal 
epistemologies from marginalized groups. This also helps us consider further 
avenues in modern scientific research, and examine research and educational 
praxis in deaf and non-deaf contexts. As Ballin’s text illustrates, along with other 
published instances of deaf epistemology surrounding language and education, 
there is indeed value in the wisdom gained from corporeal knowledge. However, 
the privileging of scientific knowledge produced by non-deaf people, coupled 
with emphasis on sound-based languages (phonocentrism, or what Valente [2011, 
643] calls phonocentric colonialism) and ableism, allows myths and ignorance 
to persist despite two centuries of publications by deaf people advocating sign 
language pedagogical methods for deaf children. Ignorance about language, 
cognition, and acquisition of literacy posits a significant harm to deaf people 
while depriving society of the benefits of neuro-diversity and bio-diversity of 
ability and disability. Deaf Studies scholars Bauman and Murray (2014) propose 
the premise of deaf gain in which deaf people contribute to society in significant 
ways. The neglect of deaf epistemology is an act of impairment and strips our 
society of deaf gain.

The ongoing denial of deaf epistemology contributes to attitudinal, employ-
ment, and educational barriers for deaf people. This social dynamic of power in 
interaction with bodily impairment leads disabled people to make claims upon 
the state for disability justice (Soldatic 2013, 748). Schools, as agents of the state, 
bear responsibility for disabling deaf children through language deprivation. Ballin 
behooves his readers to hold the state accountable for disabling deaf children 
through educational malpractice by embracing solutions via deaf epistemology. 
The epidemic of language deprivation is perhaps the most significant conse-
quence of ignoring deaf epistemology. Language deprivation robs deaf people 
of the ability to communicate effectively, think clearly, regulate their emotions 
and impulses, and be fully participating political citizens. Thus the persistence of 
oralism, rebranded in the twenty-first century as listening and speaking language 
or auditory–verbal therapy, is an act of disabling deaf children in multiple ways. 
Advocates for oralism, determined to mold deaf children into their ideas of the 
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norm, have prompted deaf people to publish defenses of sign language and cri-
tiques of oralism since the eighteenth century in efforts to achieve disability justice. 
Frustratingly, oral advocates have framed themselves as the oppressed rather than 
the oppressors, and have espoused a view of manualism and sign language as the 
dominant cultural narrative (Mauldin 2016, 56–57).

Claims of language deprivation and decentering of deaf communal knowl-
edge, situated in deaf epistemology, were written about in The Deaf Mute Howls, 
indicating little had changed since Desloges published his essay a century and 
half earlier. However, the experiences of the deaf have largely been neglected as 
non-deaf people debate the nature of language and create policies governing 
pedagogical practices for deaf children which ignore community best practices. 
A close reading of Ballin and incorporating a disability studies perspective in our 
work allows us to bridge the gap between the sciences and disability studies by 
paying attention to the actuality of deaf people’s lives. Corporeal knowledge and 
science need not be mutually exclusive. Teacher educator Ye Wang (2010) sug-
gests a metaparadigm where boundaries between lived experience and science 
are transcended; researchers using multiple paradigms that honor constructed 
knowledges have the potential to broaden our applications, praxis, and knowl-
edge. Rather than a paradigm shift, we suggest that researchers expand their 
methodologies and praxis to be more cognizant of deaf epistemology.

By science in the context of this article, we refer to standard epistemology. 
Standard epistemology is findings that are supported through an objective sys-
tematic study. We critique both methodologies and practices in deaf-related 
research while arguing that research or knowledge about the body-mind need 
not be limited to what can be enumerated by science. Research praxis benefits 
from including deaf people’s knowledge and lived experience, and deaf people 
themselves as researchers, in answering questions surrounding language and 
cognition. The accuracy of the claims in Ballin’s text suggests deaf epistemology 
has great potential for use by non-deaf researchers. Most importantly, it reaf-
firms the value of listening to the community and experience-based knowledge 
of marginalized peoples without waiting for scientific falsifiability (for example, 
Popper 2005). After all, can we rely on empiricist science to ‘serve as the neutral 
arbiter in laying this debate to rest once and for all. But is this tenable?’ (Gallagher 
2001, 638). Or should we make allowances for situated knowledge and ask is 
science truly neutral? How do researchers’ ontologies and epistemologies affect 
their work? (Clerck 2010)’.

Deaf epistemology, the study of deaf people’s knowledge and justified beliefs 
based on lived experience, offers all of us a distinctive opportunity to think about 
the nature of language. Deaf people, by the very nature of their difference, yield 
unique knowledge about alternative mechanisms for communication in a phono-
centric world. For most, the idea that language is not restricted to phonocentric 
approaches is unnerving:
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If the world is designed to accommodate the normate’s body-[mind] then non- 
normates are all the more attuned to the material world, as they spend much more 
energy navigating it … because the disabled body-[mind] remains attentive and respon-
sive to changing environmental conditions, it exhibits a mature form of environmental 
sensitivity. (Ray 2013, n.p.)

 If people cannot communicate through sound, they find alternative means. 
Deaf people have long argued that language exists in gesture, in sign language, 
through print, and even by tactile means.

The need to listen to deaf epistemology for alternative views on communication 
becomes more apparent as modern scientific technologies and methodologies 
attempt to restrict the natural diversity of humans and human languages. Where 
would sign language be if there were no deaf people? Would tactile language exist 
if there were no deaf-blind people? What will happen to our natural diversity when 
language becomes restricted to spoken and print modalities? Today, deaf people 
and their allies work to reaffirm the diverse nature of language, while validating 
their historical community claims.

Publications of claims about visual language and contributions to deaf epis-
temology emerged via deaf people’s efforts to challenge dominant ideas about 
spoken language approaches in deaf education. They were also an attempt to 
defeat the efforts of non-deaf people to diminish and disparage the use of sign 
language. Defying the notion that only spoken languages are true languages, deaf 
epistemology suggests sign and tactile languages as equal to spoken languages 
for expressing abstract thought and contributing to cognitive development and 
social well-being.

A deaf epistemology offers avenues not only for improving the quality of deaf 
lives and deaf education but also to expand our understanding of human diversity. 
Its validation through recent findings in modern science builds on philosopher 
Edmund Burke’s 1759 statement that the senses are the ‘great originals of all our 
ideas’ (Burke 2001). The collaboration of deaf epistemology by science suggests 
there are many ways of understanding the world that is not limited to science 
and embodied knowledge has much to offer. Anthropologist Goedele DeClerck 
suggests:

conceptualizing and continuing this discussion from an epistemic stance involves rais-
ing questions such as these: Is there a deaf way of viewing the world? What is the status of 
(indigenous) deaf knowledge(s) versus science? How can deaf knowers be conceptualized 
in science? In what context are science and knowledge produced, and what is the value of 
science? How do deaf people construct their knowledge? Is it legitimate for deaf people to 
claim knowledge, and why? (Clerck 2010, 435–436; original emphases)

Philosophers, researchers, educators of deaf children, and support professionals 
who work with deaf people, however, have largely neglected deaf epistemology 
(Moores 2010). The collective ignorance of deaf epistemology raises questions 
about values surrounding a-priori non-empirical knowledge regarding disabled 
peoples. Most importantly, it reveals prejudices about the ability of disabled people 
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to contribute to a corpus of knowledge about the human body and mind. Deaf 
people have, over the generations, sustained a corporeal epistemology, which is 
knowledge rooted in the deaf body-mind and its movements within the larger 
non-deaf world. Deaf epistemologies have been long neglected because able- 
bodied and able-minded people do not ‘perceive disabled people as having equal 
intelligence, potential or capability’ (Ray 2013, n.p.). The construct of disability 
positions disabled people as unable to contribute to the corpus of knowledge 
because of overarching beliefs that they are inherently less intelligent or capable: 
‘Indeed, the very definition of disability is the need for special accommodation to 
allow them to fulfill functions otherwise deemed normal’ (Ray 2013, n.p.). Bauman 
(2008) suggests phonocentrism also contributes to the marginalization of deaf 
epistemology through the assertion that only spoken languages possess the capa-
bility of expressing abstract thought. Ballin challenges this paradigm in The Deaf 
Mute Howls by drawing attention to the centrality of language in the lives of deaf 
people and the urgency for deaf people to be included. As Ballin writes, ‘this uproar 
has to be proportioned to the enormity of the wrong, we, the deaf suffer’ (1998, 2).

American historian Douglas Baynton (1998) notes that Ballin’s education coin-
cided with the ascent of oralism following the American Civil War, which shaped 
Ballin’s educational experience and worldview. Oralism reached its apex in 1920; by 
then 80% of deaf children were being educated using oral approaches rather than 
sign language, double the number at the turn of the nineteenth century (Baynton 
1992, 218). Ballin published his fictional memoir in response to the popularity 
of oralism, narrating from the point of view of a typical deaf person, which was 
a composite of deaf people he had encountered throughout his life (1998, xii). 
After describing a host of cognitive, social, and economic challenges confronting 
deaf people, Ballin pinpoints the source of those challenges: language deprivation 
rooted in pedagogical methods for deaf children that excluded the use of sign 
language. Ballin laments the state’s failure to properly educate deaf children: ‘All 
these schools [for the deaf ] are supposed to be giving a good education to all their 
pupils. But do they?’ (1998, 6). Nearly a century after the publication of The Deaf 
Mute Howls, his question remains germane: do schools and programs for the deaf 
educate deaf children well? The question persists as the same challenges from the 
nineteenth century linger into the twenty-first century. As educational researcher 
Carol Erting (1992) lamented, ‘Why can’t Sam read?’

The answer to Ballin’s (and Erting’s) question about the best way to educate 
deaf children is sign language. Proposing a social construction of disability and 
a radical approach to disability justice, Ballin’s solution to poor pedagogy in deaf 
education was to coeducate deaf children alongside non-deaf children using sign 
language in mainstream settings. Ballin’s idea was innovative; he wanted to create 
mainstream educational environments that were inclusive of deaf students while 
making communication accessible by having all children use sign language in the 
classroom. In Ballin’s perspective, non-deaf people benefited from having deaf 
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people around. He reasoned that non-deaf children could learn sign language 
without a detrimental effect on their print literacy or spoken language acquisition:

Historical developments, social expectations, and physical environments all create con-
ditions of disability. Disability is thus not located in the individual so much as it is located 
in the contingent relationship between the individual and social expectations of behav-
ior and productivity. (Ray 2013, n.p.)

Ballin argued that if all children learned sign language and could communicate 
with deaf people, this would dissolve social, linguistic, and attitudinal barriers 
between deaf people and society’s expectations of them. This radical argument 
suggested that access was the responsibility of society as a whole and required 
a collective effort to dismantle disability. We need to shift ‘how we understand 
access, moving away from the individualized and independence-framed notions 
of access put forth by the disability rights movement and, instead, working to 
view access as collective and interdependent’ (Mingus 2011). The dissolution of 
language barriers then eliminates disabling factors for deaf people who would 
have greater access to political citizenship and economic opportunities. Ballin 
predicted that if deaf children were mainstreamed with non-deaf children using 
oral pedagogies, language barriers would remain entrenched (1998, 46). Deaf 
children would have to work harder for less access to information. However, the 
modern perspective of mainstreaming differs from Ballin’s interpretation, in which 
deaf children supposedly benefit from being around the non-deaf via integration 
practices. Unlike Ballin’s suggestion, which would have dissolved barriers to access, 
the contemporary model has been characterized by Branson and Miller (1993, 22) 
as a form of systemic violence against deaf children by further isolating them; and 
forcing them to conform to non-deaf ways of communication and socialization.

Recent developments in contemporary scientific and linguistic research sug-
gest that Ballin’s lived knowledge was correct about language acquisition and 
cognitive development for deaf children. A little more than three decades after 
the publication of The Deaf Mute Howls, non-deaf linguists recognized American 
Sign Language and other national sign languages as true languages on a par with 
spoken languages (Bellugi, Poizner, and Klima 1989; Stokoe 1980). This recognition 
was followed by half a century of ongoing research on language acquisition and 
cognitive development in both deaf and non-deaf children.

Tension between deaf people’s situated knowledge and clinical ideology per-
sists after more nearly a century and half of concerted advocacy for bilingualism 
in deaf education. Despite those efforts, deaf people’s situated knowledge such 
as that outlined in The Deaf Mute Howls has been granted little legitimacy. Deaf 
people’s knowledge regarding language and education of deaf children has con-
fronted resistance from scientists, linguists, educators, and mainstream society 
because deaf epistemology does not carry the weight of standard epistemology 
(Holcomb 2010). This resistance emerges in Ballin’s preface, ‘from certain quarters 
I expect some brick-bats to fly at my head’ (1998, xxxviii). Ballin anticipated resist-
ance from those who opposed sign language and those who wanted to keep deaf 
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schools in existence as loci for deaf cultural communities. In the United States since 
the mid-nineteenth century, educators, deaf and non-deaf people, legislators, and 
those with an interest in deaf education have become deeply entrenched in the 
debate over whether listening and spoken language approaches and sign lan-
guage approaches are the best pedagogical models for deaf children (Baynton 
1992; Edwards 2012). Nevertheless, then, as now, choices by non-deaf policy- 
makers that do not center deaf epistemology or deaf communicative needs drive 
deaf education (Valente and Boldt 2016). As Valente and Boldt write, deaf people 
are disabled in environments where they cannot communicate effectively. Ballin, 
however, was confident that he was speaking what he called ‘irrefutable truths’ 
and held sincere hope for reform in deaf education (1998, xxxviii).

Ballin urges deaf people to maintain the uproar ‘incessantly until the wrongs 
inflicted on him will have been righted and done away with forever’ (1998, 1). This 
wrong Ballin speaks of is language deprivation. Language deprivation is a recent 
label given to a host of different cognitive, social, and behavioral challenges that 
arise from none-to-incomplete access to a natural language during formative years 
(Henner et al. 2016). This speaks to a critical problem confronting deaf and hard of 
hearing people as evidenced by contemporary underemployment and unemploy-
ment rates, struggles with achieving literacy in sign language, oral language and 
print, high school graduation rates, and higher education attrition (Garberoglio, 
Cawthon, and Bond 2016; Luckner and Handley 2008). The vast majority of deaf 
children are born to non-deaf parents who often do not know sign language, 
which makes it difficult to learn both language and culture through shared family 
knowledge (vertical transmission) (Mitchell and Karchmer 2005; Solomon 2012). 
While deaf children of deaf parents are more likely to get language and culture 
from their parents through vertical transmission, deaf children of non-deaf par-
ents must acquire language in other methods. These methods range from teach-
ing parents how to sign, to cued speech, to oral therapies. However, not all of 
these methods are effective ways to reduce the chance of language deprivation. 
Linguists Christian Rathmann and Gaurav Mathur (as quoted in Mellon et al. 2015, 
172) argue that oral approaches are more likely to contribute to language dep-
rivation because there is high variability in the success of cochlear implants and 
audio-verbal therapy approaches. Their arguments are echoed by other research-
ers, notably Lyness et al. (2013). Mauldin (2016) reminds us that successful implan-
tation requires adherence to a strict schedule of therapy, doctors, and in-house 
facilitation of oral language, things that many families cannot afford. Even then, 
with all of those resources, not all children can make implants and oral approaches 
work for them. On the contrary, bilingual approaches guarantee language access 
(Mellon et al. 2015, 172).

Ballin’s work suggests as much with his commentary on cognitive development 
through visual language. His memoir recounts how if his parents had known at 
least the manual alphabet when he was young, his mental faculties would have 
been developed and:
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kept active and alive during my early childhood … they neglected the development of 
the nerve centers that would make me capable of understanding a spoken or written 
language. These nerves deteriorated and became atrophied, from disuse, as would any 
other part of the body under a similar condition. Others have suffered this atrophy, and I 
believe it to be largely responsible for the infinity of woes that cling so tenaciously to the 
afflicted throughout his whole life … They will convince you of the absolute necessity of 
teaching deaf children how to read and write without delay. (Ballin 1998, 10)

The following links current research with five major points made by Ballin. First, 
parents did not need to be fluent in sign language for deaf children to bene-
fit. Second, early exposure to language was critical to deaf children for language 
acquisition and social well-being. Third, language itself plays a critical role in cog-
nitive development. Fourth, deaf children would devise a natural visual language 
somehow even without sign language input from adults. Finally, sign languages 
are indeed natural languages.

Ballin first argues that parents need not be fluent in sign language for deaf 
children to benefit from sign language use at home. While it is possible to become 
proficient in sign language without much parental contribution (see Singleton and 
Newport 2004), parents that refuse to learn sign language, or enough to hold a 
good conversation, risk alienating their deaf children. Parental reluctance to use 
sign language contributes to the development of psychological and cognitive 
disabilities in deaf children. The most well-known narrative of fractured parental–
child relationships because of a lack of a shared language has been dubbed The 
Dinner Table Syndrome (Hauser et al. 2010). The Dinner Table Syndrome describes 
the experiences of deaf children and adults sitting around a dinner table with 
their non-deaf family members. Deaf children are expected to be active partici-
pants in conversations that they cannot understand. The exclusion of deaf chil-
dren by creating intrafamilial barriers prevents deaf children from forming into 
whole people who can fully engage in society. One of the major arguments against 
bilingual–bicultural approaches to educating deaf children is that parents are 
unable or unwilling to achieve sufficient competency in sign language (Knoors 
and Marschark 2012). That learning sign language is ‘hard,’ ‘time-consuming,’ or 
‘expensive’ continues to be one of the many canards pushed by non-deaf people 
as reasons for employing non-signing methods of deaf education and interven-
tion (Scambler as quoted in Mellon et al. 2015, 172). This reluctance to learn sign 
language is symptomatic of the social dynamic of power that contributes to the 
disablement of deaf children.

The fact that non-deaf parents of deaf children refuse sign language, and there-
fore possibly deprive their deaf children of language, may not wholly be their fault. 
Doctors, audiologists, and speech language therapists that adhere to medical mod-
els of deafness believe that sign language interferes with speech acquisition (see 
Mauldin 2016). In the nineteenth century, oral education advocates argued against 
the use of sign language because deaf children would then refuse to learn (spoken) 
English (Ballin 1998, 43). Alternatively, doctors and researchers have argued that 
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sign language use before the age of three freezes the brain into a visual language 
modality wherein it is difficult to acquire spoken (or possibly print) English (Giraud 
and Lee 2007, 382). However, no existing scientific inquiry has provided any evi-
dence that the so-called visual takeover hypothesis is, in fact, true. Throughout 
the fictional memoir, Ballin emphasizes time and time again that exposure to sign 
language does not impair acquisition of English; it is lack of language exposure 
that is responsible for language deficiencies:

To you who have read closely it should now be obvious that it is not the sign language 
that is responsible for the poor English of the deaf-mute. His use of signs is no more to 
blame than is the pencil in your hand when you write. (Ballin 1998, 26)

Ballin’s second point is that early exposure to language is critical to deaf children for 
language acquisition and social success. Ballin, in Chapter 5 ‘I Make Progress,’ out-
lines the window for language acquisition, suggesting that the difference between 
a deaf-mute, a non-speaking deaf person, and a semi-mute, a deaf person who 
perhaps has residual hearing or can speak, is the age of becoming deaf. If one 
becomes deaf after six years old:

his brain has attained a development that enables him to retain unimpaired memories 
of what he had heard and learned through his ears. He is much easier to teach, almost as 
easy as any normal child. (Ballin 1998, 19)

 Ballin, in 1930, pegged the window of language acquisition to six years of age. 
By capitalizing upon this window of language acquisition, Ballin suggests that 
deaf children have better opportunities for not only access, but also inclusion. 
Modern scientists have shown that language acquisition does have maturational 
constraints (Newport 1988). Language acquisition was originally estimated to 
happen until about 12 years of age (Lenneberg 1967). However, 12 years of age 
seems to be the end of easy second (and more) language acquisition (Flege, 
Yeni-Komshian, and Liu 1999). The critical period for first language acquisition is 
much earlier (Mayberry 1993) and is roughly around Ballin’s expectation of six years 
old. Ballin’s theories of language maturational constrains were rather prescient. He 
suggests that those who try to learn a new language at a later age would have a 
very difficult time learning the language – and it was more difficult for deaf children 
who had no ‘mother-tongue,’ no early language building blocks for new language 
acquisition (Ballin 1998, 15).

Ballin illustrates the difference between deaf and non-deaf children in the fol-
lowing passage, suggesting the significance of incidental learning for language 
acquisition:

To appreciate the stupendous difficulty confronting me you must compare my situation 
with yours at the same age. Words, phrases, sentences, whole paragraphs have been 
dinned into your ears since birth, and you have repeated them without any great effort. 
You knew the meaning of many words long before you were sent to a school. (1998, 14)

Incidental language learning occurs when children pick up language that is not 
directed at them (Hauser et al. 2010). For example, parents talking to each other 
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about their day. Language is not quite taught by parents as much as it is inciden-
tally acquired from the environment. This incidental learning is critical for formal 
language instruction later in life. Ballin suggests incidental learning is critical for 
broader access to the world.

Non-deaf people often make the argument that sign language can be learned 
later than spoken language. In early 2016, Meredith Sugar, then president of the 
Alexander Graham Bell Association for the Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing, a non- 
deaf-run organization that supports oralism, argued that ‘Moreover, the window 
for a deaf child to acquire listening and spoken language is much shorter than the 
window in which ASL can be acquired’ (Sugar 2016). No current scientific evidence 
exists to support Sugar’s perspective. Non-deaf supporters of oralism discredit sign 
language position as natural language when they suggest that sign language does 
not align to known maturational constraints on language acquisition.

The third point made by Ballin is that early access to signed language (or any 
language) is necessary to develop and maintain cognitive abilities and functions 
in deaf children. Ballin says as much about efforts to learn language as an older 
child: ‘Nothing was really the matter with my brain, unless we except the referred 
to inexplicable atrophied centers connected with the acquirement of language’ 
(1998, 18). Cognitive growth depends on access to all language, including signed 
language. While some scientists have suggested that there is a direct correla-
tion between deafness and cognitive ability, psychologists, educators, and other 
researchers have argued that language deprivation has a cumulative effect on 
children’s cognitive development, the development of physical brain matter, and 
dysfunctions in one’s executive functions, which helps regulate behavior, emotions, 
and attentional systems, amongst others (Hauser, Lukomski, and Hillman 2008; 
Mayberry, Lock, and Kazmi 2002; Mayberry et al. 2011; Schick et al. 2007). There 
is growing evidence that language helps us understand abstract concepts, such 
as numbers (Coppola, Spaepen, and Goldin-Meadow 2013). Language also helps 
us develop the ability to find, formulate, and connect relationships between con-
cepts, ideas, and things (Coppola and Henner n.d.; Henner 2016). Although much 
of the research on the link between language and cognition is relatively recent, 
Ballin’s memoir suggests that deaf people have long been aware of this connection. 
Researchers, educators, and society at large should then turn more often and with 
more confidence to corporeal and community epistemologies.

Ballin also revealed the genetic impulse for language in children. Ballin argued 
that given no sign language input from the environment, deaf children would 
evolve their own gestural system: ‘These children always invent their own signs 
in spite of all efforts at suppression’ (1998, 26). The modern scientific analysis of 
invented languages by deaf people and their families, or homesign, began in the 
1970s. Not only will deaf children invent their own systems, but they will do it 
separately from parental input (Goldin-Meadow and Mylander 1983). The mothers 
in their study learned gestures from their children, not the other way around. Even 
when family members of homesigners learn gestures, they do not understand 
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them very well (Carrigan and Coppola 2017). Although homesigners develop 
their own language, their systems have syntax (Coppola and Newport 2005). 
Homesigners also have a lexicon (Richie, Yang, and Coppola 2014), and use space 
linguistically, which is essential for visual languages (Carrigan, Coppola, and Tabor 
2014). However, because gestural systems are not true languages, they cannot 
scaffold cognitive development (Coppola and Henner n.d.; Coppola, Spaepen, and 
Goldin-Meadow 2013; Spaepen et al. 2011). Most importantly, homesign gestural 
systems are an ecology of one. Homesigners invent their own systems. In all of the 
world, there is only a single person who speaks the language of each individual 
homesigner; the homesigner themselves.

Ballin noted that children learned language more from each other than their 
parents (1998, 22). If a community of homesigners can gather near and interact 
over time, a new sign language will appear. Scientists and language researchers 
were able to study the development of a new sign language in Nicaragua when 
homesigners were collected to form a new school for the deaf (Senghas, Senghas, 
and Pyers 2005). Over three generations (cohorts), homesigners could create a 
creole, a mixture of different homesign systems, and, finally, a consistently used 
new language – Nicaraguan Sign Language.

Deaf epistemology suggests that sign languages are bona-fide languages – and 
not only are they true languages, they are natural to the brain: ‘In our talks, we the 
deaf-mutes, never communicate except by signs – only signs. It is to us the most 
natural, easiest and sweetest language’ (Ballin 1998, 19). Throughout The Deaf Mute 
Howls, the author asserts that sign language is a natural language, not an artificial 
language, complete with meaning and capable of abstract thought. He is not the 
first to make such an assertion, but linguists did not deign to research signed lan-
guages as bona-fide languages until the 1960s. In 1960, William Stokoe, a non-deaf 
person who interacted with deaf people and worked with deaf researchers, proved 
to other non-deaf people that American Sign Language was a true language with 
a syntax and shared many features of spoken languages (Stokoe 2005). While there 
were counter arguments that languages which were not in the oral/aural modality 
violated some hidden law of language (for example, Landar 1961), over the next 
20 years tireless work by many researchers, mostly non-deaf, and only some of 
whom centered deaf people, convinced the world that visual languages were, in 
fact, true languages (Petitto 2000; Poizner, Bellugi, and Klima 1990). Ballin speaks 
to the fact that deaf people have known for a long time that sign language is a 
true language, not just another channel for spoken languages. It has a system of 
phonology, syntax, and morphology. It has a lexicon. There are contact languages, 
creoles, and slang. Children move the language forward. Different groups of people 
have their own sign language depending on country, location, and culture:

He [the signer] stands on the same footing as any foreigner who can talk fluently in his 
own tongue, but cannot speak one word of English. It is, therefore, absurd to condemn 
as stupid a deaf mute merely because he cannot talk in any tongue other than his own 
– the sign language. (Ballin 1998, 61–62)



14   ﻿ O. E. ROBINSON AND J. HENNER

In fact, Ballin suggests that deaf people are misdiagnosed as cognitively disabled 
because of a lack of understanding of sign languages and their role in cognitive 
development. This warrants further research in the relationship between cognitive 
disability and language deprivation. Command of spoken English does not trans-
late into cognitive ability. Learning to speak and get by amongst non-deaf people 
does not necessarily mean one is educated or literate: ‘At the age of seven my mind 
was a clean white blank so far as written, printed or spoken language went. But 
it did not necessarily follow that I was stupid or feeble-minded’ (Ballin 1998, 10).

Signs do promote English print literacy, suggests Ballin in an off-the-cuff remark 
about putting the cart before the horse during a fictional exchange with Alexander 
Graham Bell in The Deaf Mute Howls. Bell argued with Ballin that deaf children 
learning sign language would encourage deaf people to refuse to use English. 
Ballin dismisses Bell as having mistaken ideas. He believed that sign language 
should come before English and in doing so would serve as the most efficient 
pathway to English (Ballin 1998, 43). An important aspect of natural languages is 
that they can be used to facilitate learning a second language (Cummins 1979, 
1980, 1992). Jim Cummin’s theory of linguistic interdependence is well known 
and supported in spoken languages (for example, Roessingh 2005). Huguet, Vila, 
and Llurda (2000) found that skills in Catalan scaffolded children’s abilities to learn 
Spanish. Linguistic interdependence also explained the mathematical success of 
bilingual French Canadian grade students who were learning English as a second 
language (Bournot-Trites and Reeder 2001).

One of the more exciting avenues in current research is showing how sign 
language can be used to facilitate learning the print forms of spoken languages 
(Hoffmeister and Caldwell-Harris 2014; Petitto et al. 2016). While non-deaf research-
ers try to point out that sign language cannot connect to print because print 
requires phonological knowledge of spoken language (for example, Mayer and 
Wells 1996), Cummins himself writes that this line of thinking is limited (Cummins 
2006, 5). Ballin highlights that mastery of English would follow naturally once the 
deaf child acquired the habit of thinking in words and had constant exposure to 
visual language (1998, 81). Ballin’s thinking was very much in line with Cummins. 
We know that superior knowledge of sign language transfers to print English ability 
(Hoffmeister 2000; Novogrodsky et al. 2014; Wilbur 2000). More and more, research-
ers are finding that sign language use may actually facilitate spoken English devel-
opment in deaf children; it certainly does not hinder the language development 
of non-deaf children of deaf adults (Davidson, Lillo-Martin, and Pichler 2014).

Ballin was not the first or the last to write about sign languages as bona-fide 
languages or their potentiality for cognition and language transfer. His work is 
unique because of how early claims were made about language’s function as a 
building block for brain matter. His intuitive, community-based knowledge, devel-
oped through lived experience and observation of peers, is exceptional in laying 
out a pathway to understanding the relationship between language and cognition 
that emerged well before established linguists or scientists discovered this and 
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published results in the latter part of the twentieth century, and scientists continue 
to research these phenomena.

Critical questions about methodologies must be posed given the ideological 
bent in research on deaf education and sign language, which favors phonocen-
trism. We are obliged to interrogate how methodologies are chosen and how data 
are analyzed. We must review how those methods are influenced by researcher 
attitudes toward deaf epistemology or their relationships with the subjects as 
self/other regardless of the researcher’s status as deaf or non-deaf (Broun and 
Heshusius 2004). Deaf epistemology, like the epistemologies of other subordinated 
groups, is disadvantaged by dominant knowledge practices that exclude deaf epis-
temology and deaf researchers. Ballin’s text hints at the merits of using subaltern 
research methodology and particularly toward achieving disability justice (Ladd 
2003). Subaltern research methodologies ensure that people from social groups 
who are traditionally excluded from dominant power structures are included in 
the research endeavor through interaction and engagement. Non-deaf researchers 
like Robert Hoffmeister who include deaf people in their work as subjects and as 
researchers engage in a form of deaf-centric emancipatory research methodology. 
Deaf epistemology, read through the lens of modern science, suggests the value of 
including deaf researchers and deaf-centric approaches to research. Most impor-
tantly, deaf epistemology gives voice to American deaf community leaders who 
exist outside the academic system, such as Helping Educate to Advance the Rights 
of the Deaf founder Talilia Lewis and National Association of the Deaf attorney 
Tawny Holmes. Deaf community leaders embody deaf epistemology.

Granting deaf researchers and advocates epistemic authority while centering 
deaf subjects presents the potential for generating new questions, theories, and 
methods. Beyond research praxis, deaf epistemology holds much value for edu-
cational praxis. While research has verified what deaf people already know, we 
should follow disability advocacy in the disability rights movement vein of nothing 
about us without us. Ballin argues against the absence of deaf people in guiding 
deaf educational practices, critiquing the board of directors of schools for the deaf 
as being composed entirely of non-deaf men whose professions grant them no 
expertise in deaf education:

These institutions [schools for the deaf ] are run by … hearing men, with whose election 
the deaf have absolutely nothing to do … they meet every once in a while to hear finan-
cial reports, pass resolutions, and adopt policies without inviting any deaf man to their 
councils to give the benefit of his experiences or views … if you … try to ‘butt in,’ … they 
will, as they have in the past, ignore you with cold, silent, proud contempt. To them we, 
the deaf, are only stupid dummies who don’t know what’s good for us. (Ballin 1998, 17)

Deaf education dominates the discourse surrounding sign language and deaf 
people while serving as the primary vehicle for language and cultural transmission. 
As a result, the classroom is a natural starting point for discourse surrounding deaf 
epistemology and contemporary research. Many schools and programs for the 
deaf are state run or state funded, which charges the state with the responsibility 
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of protecting the rights of deaf children. Government culpability in deaf education 
brings into question the systems in place to protect deaf ‘children from discrimi-
nation and uphold their right to education’ (Porter 2016, 998). As disability rights 
scholars and educators, we must examine what responsibilities the legal system 
and the state has in safeguarding children from state sanctioned impairment (2016, 
1007–1008). Even developed nations such as the United States lag in protecting 
the rights of disabled children (2016, 998). The language deprivation crisis and the 
exclusion of deaf epistemology in pedagogical practices expose those inadequa-
cies in developed nations.

What further discourses might we consider in this imparity in deaf education 
and language deprivation beyond the sign language debate? Educational praxis 
such as including deaf people in educational policy-making, administration of deaf 
education, teaching deaf children, and researching best pedagogical practices 
should be centered in deaf epistemology (Lang 2003, 18–19). ‘By finding ways to 
circumvent the numerous barriers they have faced as learned individuals, deaf 
people lay claim to being more than pupils or victims of oppression, but con-
tribute to the advancement of the field of deaf education as a science’ (2003, 18). 
Deaf epistemology provides us the impetus to critically reexamine our educational 
and research praxis while reevaluating the role or lack thereof of deaf people in 
policy-making. A social justice framework ‘should underpin education policy and 
practice to redress power inequities and social justices that affect disabled stu-
dents’ lives and educational trajectories’ (Liasidou 2013, 299).

Ballin’s text, by discussing cognitive development relevant to both deaf and 
non-deaf people, has revealed that deaf epistemology contributes to human 
knowledge on a larger scope. Most importantly, critically examining Ballin’s text 
reflects key flaws in scientific falsifiability. Community knowledge has to wait until 
the scientific community – typically abled, white people – deems the knowledge 
important enough to test. Also, often the testing itself is done within an oppressive 
system. Considering deaf epistemology and involving deaf people in research 
about deaf people reminds us that deaf bodies possess an embodied knowledge 
that is of value to science and humanity. This also gives the knowledge that the 
deaf community has a chance to pass scientific barriers: ‘To that “humanity of man” 
that loves best and serves most, and should know the Deaf-Mute’s problems and 
what his knowledge can impart to world progress that we may all together lift 
humanity to a higher standard’ (Ballin 1998, Dedication).
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