the life and death of marthas vineyard
sign language

the life and death of marthas vineyard sign language is a fascinating chapter in the
history of linguistic evolution and deaf culture in America. This unique sign language
emerged on Martha’s Vineyard, an island off the coast of Massachusetts, where a high
incidence of hereditary deafness fostered the development of a vibrant signing community.
Over several generations, Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL) became an integral
part of life for both deaf and hearing residents, enabling seamless communication within
families and the broader community. However, as social dynamics shifted and external
influences increased, MVSL gradually declined and eventually became extinct. This article
explores the origins, development, cultural impact, and eventual disappearance of Martha’s
Vineyard Sign Language, providing insight into its significance in the broader context of
sigh languages and deaf history. The following sections detail the history, characteristics,
and legacy of MVSL.

Origins and Historical Context of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language

Development and Usage within the Community

Linguistic Features and Relationship to Other Sign Languages

Factors Leading to the Decline and Death of MVSL

Legacy and Influence on Modern Sign Languages

Origins and Historical Context of Martha’s
Vineyard Sign Language

The life and death of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language cannot be understood without
examining the island’s unique demographic and genetic history. Beginning in the 17th
century, the island was settled by a small number of families, some of whom carried a
recessive gene for hereditary deafness. This genetic trait led to a significant portion of the
population being deaf, estimated at roughly 1 in 155, a rate much higher than the national
average. The isolation of the island community and close-knit family structures created an
environment where deafness was a common and accepted condition.

Due to this prevalence, communication strategies evolved naturally to include sign
language, which was used not only by deaf individuals but also by hearing community
members. This widespread use fostered a bilingual and bicultural society where sign
language was integrated into daily life, commerce, and social interaction.



Genetic Factors Contributing to Deafness

The hereditary deafness on Martha’s Vineyard was primarily caused by a genetic mutation
carried by the island’s founding families. Because of the island’s relative isolation, the gene
was passed down through generations, resulting in clusters of deaf individuals within
families. This genetic pattern is a key factor that distinguishes MVSL's development from
other sign languages, which often arose from isolated individuals or small groups rather
than entire communities.

Social Acceptance and Integration

Unlike many other places where deafness was stigmatized, Martha’s Vineyard exhibited
remarkable social acceptance. Deaf individuals were fully included in community activities,
work, and governance. This inclusive attitude contributed to the normalization of sign
language use among hearing residents, promoting widespread fluency and mutual
understanding.

Development and Usage within the Community

The life and death of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language is closely tied to its role as a
communal language. MVSL developed organically as a natural means of communication
among both deaf and hearing islanders. Its use extended beyond isolated families to public
gatherings, markets, churches, and schools, making it a cornerstone of island life.

Sign language fluency was common among hearing residents, who often learned MVSL
from childhood. This bilingual environment created one of the first documented instances of
a signing community where deafness was not a barrier to social participation but instead
integrated into the fabric of everyday life.

Community-Wide Fluency

In Martha’s Vineyard, the majority of hearing people were capable of using MVSL to some
degree. This phenomenon is rare and highlights a unique linguistic environment where
communication was accessible to all individuals regardless of hearing ability. It also
fostered close interpersonal relationships and minimized social isolation for deaf
individuals.

Education and Transmission

Before formal deaf education was established, MVSL was transmitted through family and
community interaction, ensuring that younger generations learned the language as their
primary mode of communication. The island’s schools initially did not separate deaf and
hearing students, further encouraging bilingualism and the natural acquisition of sign
language.



Linguistic Features and Relationship to Other
Sign Languages

The life and death of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language reveals important linguistic
characteristics that contribute to the understanding of sign language evolution in America.
MVSL is classified as a village sign language, meaning it arose in a small, insular community
with a high incidence of deafness. As such, it differs in structure and vocabulary from urban
sign languages that developed in schools for the deaf.

MVSL shares some features with American Sign Language (ASL), but it is distinct in origin
and lexicon. It is believed that MVSL contributed to the formation of ASL when deaf
students from Martha’s Vineyard attended the American School for the Deaf in Hartford,
Connecticut, where multiple sign languages blended.

Unique Vocabulary and Grammar

MVSL included signs that were highly specific to the island’s geography, culture, and daily
activities, reflecting the community’s maritime and agricultural lifestyle. Its grammar and
syntax also exhibited unique patterns that distinguished it from other sign languages,
emphasizing the diversity within the sign language family.

Contribution to American Sign Language

Many linguists agree that MVSL was one of the influences on early ASL formation. When
deaf children from Martha’s Vineyard enrolled in the American School for the Deaf—a
melting pot for various sign languages—their native MVSL signhs mixed with French Sign
Language and other regional signs, enriching the emerging standardized ASL.

Factors Leading to the Decline and Death of
MVSL

The life and death of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language culminates in its gradual extinction
during the 20th century. Several social, demographic, and educational changes contributed
to the language’s decline, ultimately leading to its disappearance as a living language.

As transportation and communication improved, more island residents moved to the
mainland or married outside the community, reducing the concentration of hereditary
deafness. Additionally, the rise of formal deaf education and the adoption of American Sign
Language in schools shifted younger generations away from MVSL.

Demographic Changes

Migration patterns and decreased intermarriage within the island’s founding families led to
a reduction in the number of deaf individuals on Martha’s Vineyard. This demographic shift
weakened the need for a community-wide sign language and reduced the number of native



MVSL users.

Educational and Social Influences

The institutionalization of deaf education, specifically the spread of ASL as the dominant
language in schools for the deaf, marginalized MVSL. Deaf children from Martha’s Vineyard
increasingly adopted ASL, which became the standard for communication outside their
immediate community.

Loss of Intergenerational Transmission

With fewer deaf individuals and the dominance of ASL, MVSL was no longer passed down to
younger generations. The breakdown of natural language transmission is a critical factor in
language death, and MVSL'’s disappearance follows this pattern.

Legacy and Influence on Modern Sign Languages

Although the life and death of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language ended in its extinction, its
legacy endures in both linguistic scholarship and deaf culture. MVSL provides a rare
example of a community sign language that was widely used by both hearing and deaf
populations, offering valuable insights into language development, bilingualism, and social
inclusion.

The influence of MVSL on American Sign Language represents a significant historical link,
illustrating how local sign languages contributed to the formation of national sign
languages. Furthermore, the story of MVSL continues to inspire efforts to preserve and
revitalize endangered sign languages worldwide.

Impact on Deaf Studies and Linguistics

MVSL is a critical case study in the fields of sociolinguistics, anthropology, and deaf studies.
Researchers examine its life cycle to understand how languages emerge, thrive, and
decline within unique communities. The documentation of MVSL has informed theories
about language contact, creolization, and language death.

Inspirations for Sign Language Preservation

The extinction of MVSL underscores the importance of preserving minority sign languages.
Its history motivates contemporary movements aimed at documenting and revitalizing
endangered sign languages, ensuring that the cultural identities and linguistic heritage of
deaf communities are maintained.



Key Characteristics of MVSL’s Legacy

Demonstration of community-wide bilingualism including hearing and deaf users

Contribution to the development of American Sign Language

Insight into hereditary deafness and its social effects

Influence on linguistic theories related to village sign languages

Encouragement for modern language preservation initiatives

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Life and Death of Martha's Vineyard Sign
Language' about?

It is a documentary that explores the unique history and cultural significance of Martha's
Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL), a sign language that was widely used on the island due to
a high incidence of hereditary deafness.

Why did Martha's Vineyard develop its own sign
language?

Martha's Vineyard developed its own sign language because a genetic trait causing
deafness was common among the island's inhabitants, leading to a community where both
deaf and hearing people used sign language fluently.

How did Martha's Vineyard Sign Language influence
American Sign Language (ASL)?

Martha's Vineyard Sign Language was one of the sign languages that contributed to the
formation of American Sign Language when deaf communities from different regions came
together, blending various signing systems.

What led to the decline of Martha's Vineyard Sign
Language?

The decline of MVSL was due to increased integration with mainland communities,
improved medical interventions reducing hereditary deafness, and the adoption of
American Sign Language in schools for the deaf.



Who were the primary users of Martha's Vineyard Sign
Language?

Both deaf and hearing residents of Martha's Vineyard used MVSL, as signing was a normal
part of daily communication across the community.

What cultural significance does Martha's Vineyard Sign
Language hold today?

MVSL represents an important example of a naturally developed sign language within a
tight-knit community, highlighting how language evolves in response to social and genetic
factors.

Where can | watch 'The Life and Death of Martha's
Vineyard Sign Language'?

The documentary is available on various streaming platforms and educational websites;
checking services like PBS, Amazon Prime, or university libraries may help you find a copy.

Additional Resources

1. Silent Shores: The History of Martha's Vineyard Sign Language

This book explores the origins and development of Martha's Vineyard Sign Language
(MVSL), a unique sign language used by the island's deaf and hearing communities. It
details how MVSL emerged due to a high incidence of hereditary deafness on the island and
became an integral part of daily life. The author combines historical records and personal
stories to paint a vivid picture of this fascinating linguistic phenomenon.

2. Voices in Silence: The Social Life of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language

Focusing on the social dynamics surrounding MVSL, this book examines how the language
functioned within the close-knit island community. It highlights the interaction between
deaf and hearing residents and how sign language bridged communication gaps. The
narrative also discusses the cultural significance and identity tied to MVSL.

3. Fading Hands: The Decline of Martha's Vineyard Sign Language

This work chronicles the gradual decline of MVSL in the 20th century as external influences
and modern technologies changed communication patterns. It investigates factors such as
increased mobility, formal education for the deaf, and the rise of American Sign Language
(ASL) that contributed to MVSL’s fading use. The author provides a poignant reflection on
the loss of a unique linguistic heritage.

4. Island of Signs: Deaf Culture and Community on Martha’s Vineyard

Delving into the cultural aspects, this book portrays the vibrant deaf community on
Martha’s Vineyard and their use of MVSL. It discusses how the language fostered inclusion
and how deafness was perceived differently compared to other societies. Rich ethnographic
details reveal the island's distinctive approach to deafness and communication.

5. The Legacy of Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language: From Past to Present



This title explores the lasting impact of MVSL on contemporary deaf studies and sign

language research. It traces how MVSL influenced the development of American Sign
Language and highlights efforts to preserve its memory. The book also reflects on the
significance of MVSL in understanding language evolution and community identity.

6. Hands Across Time: Documenting Martha's Vineyard Sign Language

This book focuses on the linguistic documentation and analysis of MVSL, drawing from
archival materials, recordings, and field research. It provides detailed descriptions of the
language’s structure, vocabulary, and usage within the island community. The author
emphasizes the importance of preserving endangered languages through scholarly work.

7. Deaf Island: Life and Language on Martha’s Vineyard

A narrative-driven account, this book offers personal stories and biographies of individuals
who lived with and used MVSL. It paints a human-centered portrait of the island’s deaf
population and their interactions with hearing neighbors. The book highlights how sign
language shaped personal identities and social relationships.

8. Breaking the Silence: Education and Deafness in Martha’s Vineyard

This work examines the educational history for deaf residents on Martha’s Vineyard and its
influence on the use of MVSL. It discusses the role of local schools, family practices, and the
eventual shift toward standardized deaf education. The book sheds light on how education
policies affected the survival of the island’s sign language.

9. The Last Signs: Remembering Martha's Vineyard Sign Language

A reflective and evocative book, it captures the memories of the last native users of MVSL
and the efforts to commemorate the language. Through interviews and community
projects, it explores themes of loss, memory, and cultural preservation. The book serves as
a tribute to a once-thriving language and its place in the island’s heritage.
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