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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.
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From the Editor
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IN 1958, LEONARD READ wrote about the creation of a modern pencil. My takeaway was, if you want to make a modern pencil, you must first build the entire world. For example, you need to chop the wood, mine the lead, create the yellow paint and all its chemical ingredients, and build the machines and payroll systems to do and manage the industrial-scale work.

This reminds me of a writing maxim. First, write one true word. But, like the modern pencil, before you can do that, you must build the entire human personality. A person who understands their own needs, their failings, their ego, their grace, and their growth and place in time. And then, after learning everything, they must forget it all so that, like a child, the act of “being human” becomes thoughtless. Movement without decision. Life without distracting thought.

And then, only then, can you write one true word. And, perhaps with a lifetime of practice as a master, one true book.

Of course, most writing falls short of this, but not all. And sometimes you see glimmers of truth in the yeoman’s work of a larger fiction piece, like Dune’s Litany Against Fear.

I mention this for the same reason the Cheshire Cat tells Alice the first step in getting somewhere is knowing where you want to go. I know where After Dinner Conversation wants to go: toward truth. And sometimes, as in this current issue, we get a few sentences closer.
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Deafening
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Paul Hostovsky 
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“LISTEN,” SAID THE DEAF father to the audiologist in sign language, “our daughter is Deaf. Capital D. But she’s hard of hearing. So she hears a lot, for a Deaf person. Which, to the uninitiated, sounds kind of paradoxical, I know.” His wife, who was also Deaf, smiled and nodded vigorously in agreement.

The audiologist knew a little sign language herself and was trying her best to follow as the Deaf father continued in ASL. “Did you know that in ASL the sign for ‘very hard of hearing’ means exactly the opposite of the English phrase ‘very hard of hearing?’ In ASL, it means a person hears a lot. In English, it means a person hears very little. Did you know that?”

The audiologist was lost. Did she know what? She had told the Deaf couple that yes, she knew some sign language, but now she had to admit that she was only getting about half of what he was saying, if that, and it would probably be best if she waited for the sign language interpreter to arrive. The interpreter was running late.

“I’m sorry, I’m not understanding you,” she signed. “Let’s wait for the interpreter. Please have a seat in the waiting room.” 

The appointment was for the couple’s daughter, Lauren, who was five years old. If the audiologist understood the Deaf parents right, Lauren was hard of hearing and they wanted an audiogram and a letter to include with the paperwork they were submitting to the town where they lived, requesting that the town pay for the child to attend the Massachusetts School for the Deaf, which was about forty-five minutes away in Framingham.

The sign language interpreter arrived about ten minutes later, very apologetic, saying she’d been stuck in traffic. The Deaf couple was happy to see her, and they started chatting her up in the waiting room while they waited for the audiologist to come back. They introduced her to their daughter, Lauren, who signed as fluently as her parents, her little hands tunneling and darting as she told the interpreter that she was five years old and her favorite color was green and, yes, she would be starting kindergarten soon and, by the way, did the interpreter have a dog? Because she loved dogs and had a dog herself whose name was Rolly.

At this point, the audiologist returned to the waiting room and, interrupting Lauren who was still talking about Rolly, introduced herself to the interpreter and invited them all to follow her back to the testing area.

They all squeezed inside the tiny soundproof testing booth that was used for pediatric patients, and the parents had to sit in two tiny chairs meant for children, so that their knees practically came up to their chins. Lauren sat between them, and the audiologist and interpreter stood next to each other looking down at the Deaf family. The father said, “Great that we have the interpreter. Before you go ahead and test Lauren, let me repeat what I was telling you earlier, and let me explain to you where we’re coming from and what we’re requesting.” The father’s signing was gentle, fluid, deliberately paced as he addressed the audiologist, the interpreter eloquently translating his signs into spoken English: “As I was saying, Lauren is hard of hearing, but she’s Deaf. My wife and I are Deaf. My parents and grandparents are Deaf, as are my siblings, two of my nephews, and also a niece, who is hard of hearing. Lauren is fifth-generation Deaf.” He smiled proudly and gave his daughter a kiss on the top of her head, which allowed the interpreter a little time to catch up, as there was a slight lag time between the signed message and the spoken translation.

“In the Deaf world,” he continued, “Deaf is good. It’s a good thing. That’s the premise that sets the Deaf world apart. We’re glad that Lauren is Deaf. Deaf children are a blessing, the more the better. You see, Deaf has less to do with how much a person hears and more to do with language and culture. And ASL, the language of Deaf Americans, has very little to do with English, though it does coexist with English—the biggest bully on the world’s linguistic playground—so English is always trying to push ASL around. But ASL won’t have it. Believe me, I know, not just because I’m Deaf, but because I did my PhD in sociolinguistics.”

While the father was giving this little speech and the interpreter was nimbly translating, the audiologist crossed her arms and smiled with forbearance, looking from the father to the mother to the little girl, who was looking up at her father, drinking in every word.

“So listen, our daughter Lauren is culturally Deaf and audiologically hard of hearing. What that means is her primary language is ASL and she can hear a little. A lot, actually, for a Deaf person. But not enough to understand spoken English the way a hearing person can understand spoken English. We know that with a cochlear implant and speech therapy, Lauren could probably, as you audiologists like to say, ‘function quite normally in the hearing world.’ But her Deaf mother and I don’t like the sound of that. Because Deaf people are already perfectly ‘normal’ and quite capable of ‘functioning in the hearing world.’ And there is no way on earth we would ever allow a surgeon to drill a hole in our daughter’s skull and implant a metal device in her cochlea in the name of ‘helping her to be more normal.’”

That was when the audiologist said, “Time out, time out,” making the time-out gesture that’s used in sports. “No one is suggesting a cochlear implant. Maybe all she needs is a hearing aid. Before you go on, let me test her so we have a better idea of what type of hearing loss Lauren has, and then we can continue this conversation afterward, okay?”

“We want to enroll her at the Massachusetts School for the Deaf in Framingham,” added Lauren’s mother. “That’s where I went to school, and so did my husband. In fact, that’s where we first met some twenty years ago. All classes are taught in sign language. She will be with her Deaf peers and she’ll have Deaf teachers, all of whom are fluent in ASL. We just need a letter from you stating that Lauren has hearing loss and that you support our decision to send her to the School for the Deaf. The town where we live wants to send her to the local public school, which is closer, but she would be the only Deaf person in the school. The town says the School for the Deaf is too expensive and that it isn’t an appropriate placement because she’s hard of hearing. They say she could succeed in a mainstream setting with hearing children.”

“I understand,” signed the audiologist, eager to show them that she too could sign a little and that she wasn’t the enemy. Then she reverted back to speech. “But let me go ahead and test her. It should take me only about thirty minutes. You can stay in here or go back to the waiting room. Then we can talk some more.”

Lauren wanted her mom to stay with her in the testing booth. Her dad returned to the waiting room and the audiologist and interpreter sat in front of the control panel on the other side of a large glass window through which they could all see each other. The audiologist put on a pair of headphones and motioned to Lauren to put on the smaller headphones hanging on the wall inside the soundproof room. Then she explained, through the interpreter, that Lauren should raise her hand whenever she heard, or even thought she heard, a tone or a beep. Lauren asked if her mother could have some headphones, too, but the audiologist shook her head no. The testing proceeded, and Lauren raised her hand, and raised it again and again and again; the mom looked on with a mixture of pride and bewilderment.

Half an hour later, they were all sitting at a table in a conference room across from the testing area. The audiologist explained that Lauren had a thirty-decibel loss in the right ear and an eighty-decibel loss in the left. “So it’s a moderate loss on the one hand, and a severe loss on the other,” she said. “She is indeed hard of hearing, not Deaf. Here is the audiogram for you to submit to the town.”

“And what about the letter?” asked the father. “Are you willing to write a letter of support stating that Lauren’s education should be in ASL and that she should therefore attend the School for the Deaf?” 

The audiologist seemed to squirm a little in her seat. The interpreter looked out the window as the silence in the room expanded. “With amplification, Lauren’s hearing could improve dramatically, even to the point where she’d be able to hear and understand speech. I have to say, I agree with the town that your daughter could be successful in a regular classroom where the mode of instruction is spoken English. She would not need to rely on sign language the way you do. She could learn to talk. She could use her voice. I understand that there is deafness in your family and your preference is for the school that the two of you attended, but if you were to send Lauren to the School for the Deaf you would, in effect, be ‘deafening’ her by denying her the opportunity to use her residual hearing and speech. Why limit her like that? And finally, yes, she probably would qualify for a cochlear implant. It would help her to speak more intelligibly. But of course, that would be your decision, as her parents.”

When the interpreter finished signing, the two Deaf parents gave each other a knowing look. The father took a deep breath, then said slowly, patiently, “Do you have any idea how many Deaf people have received little to no education because people like you, the so-called professionals, recommended an oral education for them instead of one in sign language?”

And
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	Do you agree with Lauren’s parents that she should be sent to the Massachusetts School for the Deaf? Why or why not?

	Lauren’s parents argue that there are parallels between the Deaf community/culture and the other marginalized cultures. Do you agree it is similar, or is being gay, trans, or a person of color completely different?

	It could be argued that being able to hear is an advantage in society. Should that be a factor in the decision-making process for Lauren’s education, use of hearing aids, or cochlear implants? Do those arguments continue, or break down, when applied to gay, trans, or people of color? What if you could get the equivalent of a cochlear implant for being Black so you would be able to pass as White?

	Do you think preventing people who are Deaf from having Deaf children is a form of cultural genocide? How do you define cultural genocide?

	If there was a genetic mutation that allowed a person to see more than we currently see, would you, as a parent, have an obligation to get the equivalent of a cochlear implant for your child when they were born without the mutation so they could see more too? Can you think of a genetic mutation that would lead you to the opposite answer?
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