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The effect on ideas, on thinking, on conceptualizing as a consequence of being without
language can be serious. Sacks tells the story of a young deaf boy, Joseph ([1989]
1991: 38-39). Joseph's failure to talk at the normal age was first misdiagnosed as
'retardation’ and later as 'autism'. Because he was misdiagnosed his schooling was
delayed and there was no effort to teach him language. By the time Joseph entered
school at age 11, he had 'almost no notion of symbolic communication, of what it was to
have a symbolic currency, to exchange meaning' (Sacks, [1989] 1991: 39). He had no
notion of even the most basic concepts we take for granted - like the idea of a question.
It was not possible to ask Joseph the simple question of how he had spent his weekend.
Joseph had a lack of ‘historical sense’. He had no notion of 'a day ago as distinct from a
year ago' (Sacks, [1989] 1991: 39).

Those who become deaf early in life and are diagnosed in time usually qualify for Deaf
schooling. Debates on the education of the Deaf contest the relative merits of two main
methods: speech or the oral method and Sign or the manual method. The oral method
argues for a focus on teaching deaf people to speak. Oralists usually argue that without
speech deaf people cannot engage adequately in a hearing world. The manual method
argues for deaf people to be educated in their first language. They argue, among other
issues, that the time spent on learning to speak occurs at the expense of academic
education and that the end result therefore is a deaf child who neither speaks well nor is
adequately educated:

... many parents find that their school leaving child still has speech that is in fact
totally incomprehensible to the outside world, despite waiting and working for years,
always convinced that clear speech is just around the corner. Worse, that by allowing
all these hours to be wasted on intensive speech training they have in fact denied
their child their rightful education (Kittel, 1991: 59).

When my mother asks me “Sing Nomalungelo ... | do not sing because | can't sing
and my mother becomes extremely disappointed because | cannot speak” (Lalendle,
1975: 148)
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