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here is 1o such thing as reproduction. When rwe people decide

to have a baby, they engage in an act of mﬂducts@r andg the
widespread use of the word reproduction for this activity, with ity
implication that two people are but braiding themselves together, is
at best a euphemism to comfort prospective parents hefore they getin
over their heads. In the subconscicus fantasies that make con pe
look so alluring, it is often ourselves that we would like to see |
forever, not someone with a personality of his own. Having antici)

the onward march of our selfish genes, many of ug are vnp ,_‘!"1
children who present unfamiliar needs. Parenthood abrupt
- usinto a permanent relatonship with 2 stranger, and r:hc 1__@5”@ aﬁésn
~the stranger, the stronger the whiff of negatvity, We dcae on
- guarantee in our children’s faces that we will not die. Cluldren
- defining quality annihilates that fantasy of imimortality are 2 pa
~insuly WE must love them fﬂr th&msehe@ :md not snr the best «

an Chﬂdren is an exercise fOJl“ Ehc nnalginatiml
Yet:blood, in modern as in ancient societies, is thicker than water.
-~ Little is more gratifying than successful and devored childr C,}7 and few
_'Sltuatlons are worse than filial failure or re;ect ion. Qur chi
ot us: they carry throwback genes and recessive raits and are sub-
ect rlgh‘c from the start wo environmental stimili beyond our conir
Andryet we are our children; the real ity of being a parent never leave:
. those who have braved the mctamo;phmlb The psychoanals
'W1mcott once said, Then. is no such L_hmg 45 2 E}QFW

Ti

'bmiry mzd sommeone. A bahv cannor emst alone but is essential
relatlonshlp " Insofar as our children resemble us, they

are our most
precious admirers, and insofar as they differ, they can i Our most
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vehement detractors. From the beginning, we tempt them into imira-
tion of us and long for what may be life’s most profound compliment: expending enormous energy on oral speech and lipreading, Doin
their choosing to live according to our own system of values. Though 50, they can neglect other areas of their chifdren’s education, While
many of us take pride in how different we are from our parents, we are - some deaf people are good ar lipreading and produce comprehensible
endlessly sad at how different our children are from us. = speech, many do not have thar skall, and years £0 by as they sir endlessly -
Because of the transmission of identity from one generation to the . with audiologists and speech pathologists instead of learning hisrory
next, most children share at least some traits with their parents, These and mathemarics and philosophy. Many stumble upon Deaf identity:
are vertical identities. Attributes and values are passed down from par- in adolescence, and it comes as a great Bheration T hey move nte g :
ent to child across the generations not only through strands of DNA, world thar validates Sign as a language and discover themselves. Some: :
but also through shared cuftural norms, Ethnicity, for example, is a hearing parents accep this powerful new development. others struggle ©
vertical identity. Children of color are in general born to parents of AgaInst ir.
color; the genetic fact of skin pigmentation is transmitted ACTOSS gen- The whole situation felt arrestingly famuliar to me because | am
erations along with a self-image as a person of color, even though thar 82y. Gay people usually grow up under the poeview of straighr parents o
self-image may be subject to generational flux. Language is usually ver- who feel that their children would be betrer off straight and sometimes
tical, since most people who speak Greek raise their children to speal torment them by pressing them to conform. Those gay people ofien -
Greek, too, even if they inflect it differently or speak another language discover gay identity in adolescence or atterward, finding grear relief
much of the time. Religion is moderately vertical: Catholic parents there. When I started writing abour the deaf, the cochles plang, o
will tend to bring up Catholic children, though the children may turn which can provide some facsimile of hearmg, Was g4 Fecent innovarion.
irreligious or convert to another faith. Nationality is vertical, except it had been hailed by its Progenitors as a miraculous cure for a rerrible
for immigrants. Blondness and myopia are often transmitted from par- defect and was deplored by the Deaf COMMUNILY 45 a genocidal arcack
ent to child, but in most cases do not form a significant basis for iden- on 4 vibrant community. Both sides ha i _
tity—blondness because it is fairly insignificant, and myopia because it ric, but the issue is complicated by the fact that cochlear snplants are
15 easily corrected. most effective when they are surgically implanted early—in infangs
Often, however, someone has an inherent or acquired trait thar is ideally—so the decision is often made by parents before the ehild can
foreign to his or her parents and must therefore acquire identity from possibly have or express an informed opinion. Watching the debate,
a peer group. This is a borizontal identity. Such horizontal identties knew that my own parents would gamely have consented o o parallel
may reflect recessive genes, random mutations, prenatal influences, early procedure to ensure that I would he straj she, had one eyiseed. T
or values and preferences that a child does not share with his pro- do not doubt that the advent of such a thing even now coyld wipe out
genitors. Being gay is a horizontal identity; most gay kids are born to - most of gay calture. I am saddened by the idea of such a threar, and ver
straight parents, and while their sexuality is not determined by their ~as my understanding of Deaf culrure deepencd, T realized that the arri-
peers, they learn gay identity by observing and participating in a sub- “tudes I had found benighied in my parents resembled my
culture outside the family. Physical disability tends to be herizontal, as ‘response to producing a deaf child. My first impulse would have heen
does genius. Psychopathy, too, is often horizontal; most criminals are to'do whatever T could to fix the abnormality.
not raised by mobsters and must invent their own treachery, So are
conditions such as autism and intellectnal disability. A child conceived

Then a friend had 2 daughrer who was 2 dwarf She wondered
“whether she should bring up her daughter w0 consider herself
i rape is born into emotional chailenges that his own mother cannot
know, even though they spring from her trauma. |

those parents frequently prioritize functioning in the hearing world
l
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everyone else, only shorter; whether she should make sure her
ter had dwarf role models; or whether she should mvestigate
limb-lengthening. As she narrated her bafflement, T saw '
tern. [ had been startled to note My COmmon ground with 1
and now I was identifying with 2 dwarf, T wondered who of
there waiting to join our gladsome throng, T thought thar if
an identity, conld grow out of homosexuality, an illness, and T

H

In 1993, T was assigned to investigate Deaf culture for the New ok
Times. My assumption about deafness was that it was a deficit and
nothing more. Over the months that followed, I found myself drawn
into the Deafworld. Most deaf children are born to hearing parents, and
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an identity, could grow out of deafness, an il.lnes.s,' smdl if dtv;flarﬁs;rrlluz;i
an identity could emerge from an apparent.d1sab1¥1§y,1 then ereIt i
be many other categories in this awk\fvard .1nterst1t1alft§rr1tc;r'y.l e
a radicalizing insight. Having alw;ys imagined myse 1frf1 a fair ifmites
minority, [ suddenly saw that I was in a vast company. Dlh erence;f i
us. While each of these experiences can 1sgla.te those who are e; €6 On_,
together they compose an aggregate of mllhOpS vgfhosej strubgg ers;ticrel
nect them profoundly. 'l‘hlc exceptional is ubiquitous; to be € y
ical is the rare and lonely state.
typ;;allny parents had misapprchenc!ed who I.Was, so other paren;: ;11125
be constantly misapprehending thelr. own children. Many E?ﬁ;n 1}() ;
rience their child’s horizontal identity as an affront. A child’s marke
difference from the rest of the family demands knowledgfe, competencle,
and actions that a typical mother and fe}thcr are unquahﬁedf t}:lo supl};)1 };z
at least initially. The child is expressly different from most o 1sd OZ be_
peers as well, and therefore broadly less understood or accep‘;e . 1{1‘
sive fathers visit less abuse on children who Ijesemble them p y51fca 317_,
if you are born to a bully, pray that you bear his fea.tures. %eregs arr;1
lies tend to reinforce vertical identluF:s frqn} earliest childhood, m(eil a};
will oppose horizontal ones. Vertical identities are usually respecte
identities; horizontal ones are often treated as ﬂaws: A0
One could argue that black people face many disadvantages in
United States today, but there is little research.mto hoW gene 1<;,xpres—
sion could be altered to make the next generation of children orrll to
black parents come out with straight, ﬂaxen hair and creamy comp f':Xh
ions. In modern America, it is sometimes hard to be Asian or ]elx(zjn;
or female, yet no one suggests that Asians, Jews, or WgHIER. ol '?
foolish not to become white Christian men if they could. Many vert
cal identities make people uncomfortable, and. yet we do not atgi:mpt
to homogenize them. The disadvant:.lges of being gay are argua illno
greater than those of such vertical 1dent1t‘105, but most parenf ave
long sought to turn their gay children stral.ght. Anomahln‘ls bo 1eeso arlz
usually more frightening to people who witness them t1tm to p 1'p
who have them, yet parents rush to normalize phymcgl exceptl({)n)zll.lsrf,
often at great psychic cost to themselves and their children. Labeling a

child’s mind as diseased—whether with autism, intellcctu;\l.dlsnlnhl'lcs,

or transgenderism—may reflect the discomfort that mind gives pare nla|
ansp v ! : ] e

more than any discomfort it causes their child, Much gets correcte

that might better have bheen lelt alone.

jective that hag Jeen deemed too freighted for
Defective b an adjective that has long been deceme i

liberal diseourse, but the medical terms that have .t:upplnhls{cl it |‘ t//m‘\;\*;
1orative | - HWee
syndrome, condition=—can be almost equally pejorative in thelr diserec
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way. We often use #lness to disparage a way of being, and identity to
validate that same way of being. This is a false dichotomy. In phys-
ics, the Copenhagen interpretation defines energy/matter as behaving
sometimes like a wave and sometimes like a particle, which suggests
that it is both, and posits that it is our human limitation to be unable
to see both at the same time. The Nobel Prize-winning physicist Paul
Dirac identified how light appears to be a particle if we ask a particle-
like question, and a wave if we ask a wavelike question. A similar dual-
ity obtains in this matter of self. Many conditions are both illness and
identity, but we can see one only when we obscure the other. Identity
politics refutes the idea of illness, while medicine shortchanges iden-
tity. Both are diminished by this narrowness.

Physicists gain certain insights from understanding energy as a wave,
and other insights from understanding it as a particle, and use quantum
mechanics to reconcile the information they have gleaned. Similarly,
we have to examine //ness and identity, understand that observation will
usually happen in one domain or the other, and come up with a syn-
cretic mechanics. We need a vocabulary in which the two concepts are
not opposites, but compatible aspects of a condition. The problem is
to change how we assess the value of individuals and of lives, to reach
for a more ecumenical take on healthy. Ludwig Wittgenstein said, “All
I know is what I have words for.” The absence of words is the absence
of intimacy; these experiences are starved for language.

The children I describe here have horizontal conditions that are
alien to their parents. They are deaf or dwarfs; they have Down syn-
drome, autism, schizophrenia, or multiple severe disabilities; they are
prodigies; they are people conceived in rape or who commit crimes;
they are transgender. The timeworn adage says that the apple doesn’t
fall far from the tree, meaning that a child resembles his or her par-
ents; these children are apples that have fallen elsewhere—some a cou-
ple of orchards away, some on the other side of the world. Yet myriad
families learn to tolerate, accept, and finally celebrate children who are
not what they originally had in mind. This transformative process is
often eased and sometimes confounded by identity politics and medical
progress—both of which have infiltrated households to a degree that
would have been inconceivable even twenty years ago.

All offspring are startling to their parents; these most dramatic situ-
ations are merely variations on a common theme. Much as we learn
the properties of a medication by studying its effect at extremely high
doses, or look at the viability of a construction material by exposing it
to unearthly supertemperatures, so we can understand the universal
phenomenon of difference within families by looking at these extreme



