
deaf history marthas vineyard
deaf history marthas vineyard is a unique and significant chapter in the
history of deaf culture and communication in the United States. Martha's
Vineyard, an island off the coast of Massachusetts, became renowned for its
unusually high population of deaf individuals from the 17th century through
the early 20th century. This led to the development of a distinctive sign
language known as Martha's Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL), which was used by
both deaf and hearing residents alike. The island’s deaf history offers
valuable insights into community integration, language development, and the
social dynamics of disability. This article explores the origins, cultural
impact, and legacy of deaf history on Martha's Vineyard, emphasizing the
importance of MVSL and its influence on American Sign Language (ASL). Readers
will gain a comprehensive understanding of how this small island community
became a remarkable example of deaf inclusion and linguistic evolution.
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Origins of Deafness on Martha’s Vineyard
The deaf history of Martha’s Vineyard began in the late 1600s when the
island’s settlers, primarily from the English counties of Kent and Sussex,
established farming and fishing communities. A genetic trait causing
hereditary deafness was introduced into the isolated population, resulting in
a significantly higher incidence of deafness compared to the mainland. Over
several generations, the intermarriage within the community perpetuated this
trait, leading to approximately one in 155 people being born deaf, a rate far
above the national average.

This hereditary deafness was concentrated in specific towns such as Chilmark,
West Tisbury, and Gay Head (now Aquinnah). The close-knit nature of the
island population and limited migration helped maintain this unique
demographic feature. The constant interaction between deaf and hearing
individuals set the stage for the development of a sign language that
transcended disability.



The Development of Martha’s Vineyard Sign
Language
Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL) emerged naturally as a means of
communication among deaf residents and between deaf and hearing members of
the community. Unlike many other places where deaf individuals were
marginalized, on Martha’s Vineyard, MVSL was widely used by the entire
population. This widespread adoption fostered an environment where deaf
individuals were fully integrated into daily life.

Characteristics of MVSL
MVSL was a fully developed language with its own grammar, syntax, and
vocabulary distinct from spoken English. It incorporated elements that
reflected the island’s culture and environment, including signs related to
fishing, farming, and local landmarks. The language was passed down through
families and the community, evolving over time but maintaining a core
structure that facilitated communication across generations.

Community Use and Education
Both deaf and hearing residents learned MVSL from early childhood, often
within family settings. Children born hearing were fluent signers, and the
language was used in social, commercial, and religious contexts. This
inclusive use of sign language reduced communication barriers and fostered
social cohesion.

Social Integration of Deaf Residents
One of the most remarkable aspects of the deaf history of Martha’s Vineyard
is the level of social integration achieved by deaf individuals. Unlike many
other societies where deafness led to segregation or limited opportunities,
on this island, deaf residents participated fully in community life.

Economic Participation
Deaf islanders worked alongside hearing residents in various occupations,
including farming, fishing, and trade. Their ability to communicate fluently
in MVSL enabled them to contribute effectively to the local economy. Deaf
individuals owned property, married hearing partners, and raised families,
further embedding themselves in the social fabric of the island.

Religious and Social Life
Church services and social gatherings were conducted in ways that
accommodated both deaf and hearing participants. Sign language was used
during sermons and community meetings, allowing everyone to engage fully.



This inclusive environment was uncommon at the time and demonstrated a
progressive attitude toward disability.

Impact on American Sign Language
The deaf history of Martha’s Vineyard holds importance beyond the island
itself, as MVSL played a significant role in the development of American Sign
Language (ASL). When deaf individuals from Martha’s Vineyard attended schools
for the deaf on the mainland, they brought MVSL with them, which blended with
other regional sign languages.

Contribution to ASL Formation
ASL emerged in the early 19th century, particularly after the establishment
of the American School for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1817.
Students from Martha’s Vineyard, along with those from other sign language
communities, contributed their native signing styles. The integration of MVSL
into this mix enriched ASL’s vocabulary and structure.

Preservation of MVSL Elements
While MVSL itself eventually declined as hereditary deafness diminished and
mainland influences increased, many of its signs and linguistic features are
preserved within ASL. Linguists study this influence to better understand the
origins and evolution of sign language in America.

Legacy and Preservation of Deaf History on the
Island
The deaf history of Martha’s Vineyard remains a subject of interest for
historians, linguists, and the deaf community. Efforts have been made to
document and preserve the story of MVSL and the integrated community that
once thrived there.

Historical Documentation
Researchers have collected oral histories, photographs, and written records
that detail the experiences of deaf islanders and the use of MVSL. Museums
and cultural centers on Martha’s Vineyard include exhibits dedicated to this
unique aspect of local history.

Educational and Cultural Significance
The story of deaf history on Martha’s Vineyard serves as an important example
of how communities can embrace diversity and foster inclusion. It highlights
the benefits of accessible communication and challenges assumptions about



disability and social participation.

Recognition of MVSL as a significant linguistic heritage

Inspiration for inclusive educational practices

Promotion of awareness about deaf culture and history

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Martha's Vineyard in
deaf history?
Martha's Vineyard is significant in deaf history because it was home to a
large population of deaf individuals from the 18th to the 20th century,
leading to the development of Martha's Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL), a
unique sign language used by both deaf and hearing residents.

How did Martha's Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL)
develop?
MVSL developed due to a high incidence of hereditary deafness on the island,
which led to a community where both deaf and hearing people commonly used
sign language for everyday communication.

What time period did the deaf community on Martha's
Vineyard thrive?
The deaf community on Martha's Vineyard thrived from the late 1600s through
the early 1900s, with the highest prevalence of deafness occurring in the
18th and 19th centuries.

How did Martha's Vineyard contribute to the
development of American Sign Language (ASL)?
Martha's Vineyard Sign Language influenced the formation of American Sign
Language when deaf individuals from the island attended schools for the deaf
on the mainland, where MVSL blended with other regional sign languages.

Why did the use of Martha's Vineyard Sign Language
decline?
The use of MVSL declined due to increased integration with the mainland,
intermarriage with hearing people outside the island, improved medical



understanding and treatment of deafness, and the adoption of American Sign
Language in deaf education.

Additional Resources
1. The Deaf Community of Martha’s Vineyard: A Historical Perspective
This book explores the unique and rich history of the deaf community on
Martha’s Vineyard, where a high incidence of hereditary deafness led to
widespread use of sign language among both deaf and hearing residents. It
delves into the origins of the island’s distinctive sign language, its role
in the community, and how it fostered inclusivity and communication across
generations. The narrative provides insight into the social dynamics and
cultural integration that set Martha’s Vineyard apart from other deaf
communities in America.

2. Island of the Deaf: Martha’s Vineyard and the Birth of American Sign
Language
Focusing on the development of American Sign Language (ASL), this book
examines how the sign language used on Martha’s Vineyard influenced the
formation of ASL. It highlights the island's unique linguistic environment,
where deafness was common and sign language was universally adopted. The
author traces the migration of islanders to the mainland and their role in
the establishment of early deaf education institutions.

3. Silent Shores: Deaf Life and Culture on Martha’s Vineyard
This volume provides an ethnographic look at daily life for deaf and hearing
residents of Martha’s Vineyard from the 18th through the 20th centuries. It
discusses community practices, family life, and the social acceptance that
allowed deaf individuals to thrive. The book also addresses how the
community’s approach to deafness contrasts with the broader American context.

4. Signs of Community: The Social History of Martha’s Vineyard’s Deaf
Population
Exploring the social fabric of Martha’s Vineyard, this book focuses on how
the deaf population shaped the island’s identity. It examines the
intersection of language, culture, and social norms that created an inclusive
environment. The work also includes personal stories and archival materials
that bring the community’s history to life.

5. Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language: Legacy and Linguistics
This academic study analyzes the structure and vocabulary of Martha’s
Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL), one of the earliest documented sign languages
in the United States. It compares MVSL to other regional sign languages and
discusses its influence on contemporary ASL. The book also considers the
language’s decline and efforts to preserve its history.

6. From Island Silence to National Voice: Deaf Advocacy Rooted in Martha’s
Vineyard
Detailing the contributions of Martha’s Vineyard deaf community members to
national deaf advocacy movements, this book connects the island’s unique



history to broader efforts for deaf rights. It profiles notable individuals
and their roles in education, activism, and cultural preservation. The
narrative underscores the island’s lasting impact on the deaf community
across America.

7. Hereditary Deafness and Community Cohesion: Martha’s Vineyard’s Unique
Story
This book examines the genetic basis of hereditary deafness on Martha’s
Vineyard and its sociocultural implications. It discusses how the high
prevalence of deafness shaped family structures, marriage patterns, and
community cohesion. The text also explores the medical and anthropological
research that has been conducted on the island.

8. Conversations in Silence: Oral Histories from Martha’s Vineyard’s Deaf
Elders
Through a collection of interviews and oral histories, this book captures the
experiences and memories of older deaf residents of Martha’s Vineyard. It
provides personal perspectives on education, community life, and changes over
time. The firsthand accounts offer valuable insights into the lived reality
behind the island’s historical narrative.

9. The Island Language: Preserving Martha’s Vineyard’s Deaf Heritage
This work focuses on contemporary efforts to document and preserve the
cultural heritage of Martha’s Vineyard’s deaf community. It highlights local
initiatives, museum exhibits, and educational programs aimed at honoring the
island’s unique linguistic and social history. The book also discusses the
importance of cultural preservation for future generations.
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