
The Sound of Silence

97

The Sound of Silence—Dementia, Language Loss, 
and Being Heard1

Thomas A. McKean
Elphinstone Institute

University of Aberdeen
Scotland

Abstract
Language usually implies and embodies communication, but this paper explores the silence cre-
ated when people living with dementia revert to their first language. I explore the connotations 
and denotations of the word “silence”, and the cultural dimensions affected by its imposition or 
adoption. When communication and entire languages are lost, either by attrition or hegemonic 
pressure, culture is lost, stories are no longer told, experience no longer valued, and our very 
humanity silenced.
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It is not difference which immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so many silences 
to be broken. (Lorde 2019, 32)

We generally think of silence as an absence of sound, but here I want to look 
at it as an absence of communication, a figurative silence paradoxically spo-
ken into being when no one understands what is being said. I will explore 

this idea through the progressive silencing of bilingual speakers as they traverse de-
mentia in a monolingual, second-language environment. Though still able to speak 
their native tongue, they become linguistic exiles, prefiguring what happens to all 
who progress through dementia in any setting, losing their memories, their language, 
and, ultimately, their very selves, at first lost in language and then to it as it retreats. 

This piece owes its existence to an intriguing conversation I had with Alex Mac-
donald, a Gaelic speaker from the Isle of Lewis in northwest Scotland, who percep-
tively observed that dementia-related second language loss is creating monoglot adult 
speakers of Gaelic, when it has long been agreed that there are none, due to the com-
plete saturation of Scottish life by the English language (Macaulay 1992, 141).2 The 
same situation pertains in the North-East of Scotland, where native-speakers of Dor-
ic (the region’s dialect of the Scots language) are losing their later-acquired English 
through dementia and becoming, in effect, monoglot Scots speakers,3 a phenomenon 
my colleague, Simon Gall, has observed within his own family. Fieldwork profoundly 
shapes projects in Folklore studies4 and my thanks go to Alex Macdonald and Simon 
Gall for sharing their experiences in recorded interviews. The result is this reflection, 
intended to explore some intellectual and social ideas that relate to how we interact 
with our elderly citizens.5 
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An individual speaker’s language attrition is almost invariably discussed in rela-
tion to a bilingual speaker’s loss of their lesser-used native tongue in a majority-lan-
guage environment, usually a “minority” language no longer necessary for commu-
nity interaction. The “minority” language’s loss of functionality can be due to gradual 
cultural shifts but can also result from hegemonic social or political pressures, some-
times backed by colonial(izing) power, which often sees bilingualism as a threat or at 
least an opportunity to exercise control.6 An individual losing the majority language, 
as in the contexts that Macdonald and Gall discuss, raises a completely different set 
of issues. Such loss is not about the loss of linguistic heritage and identity, or about 
dementia, but rather about how its consequences impact communication, understand-
ing, listening, and, ultimately, caring.7 

Oftentimes in our society, we valorize silence: “silence is golden,” “can you keep 
a secret?”, “don’t tell,” children should be “seen and not heard.” These are positives, 
something to aspire to. We attend quiet, contemplative retreats; we admire monks and 
others who live in silence as a contemplative tool. Even sound itself, and language 
carried by it, requires silence “which does not cease to surround it and without which 
it would say nothing” (Merleau-Ponty 1964, 46).

But we are confused, and equally celebrate speaking out, when required: “speak 
up for yourself,” “be a whistle-blower,” or, at a wedding, “speak now or forever hold 
your peace” (though we usually hope that nobody will). We also decry silence as in-
dicating complicity, for example, in the widespread use of “Silence is Violence” in 
protest movements. Here, we hope to end a silence that has allowed oppressors and 
their regimes to perpetuate themselves and the status quo (see Marching 2017). Silence 
is thus complicated by a diverse set of subtexts.

Imagine yourself listening to someone on a train who is speaking a language from 
a different linguistic family than your own. You listen for a minute, straining for lexi-
cal meaning, for the smallest unit of understanding, but there is none. The speaker’s 
voice is thus, in effect, silenced. Intonation and tone can, of course, convey aspects of 
meaning and, sometimes, a sound can evoke a range of meta-meanings, though not 
necessarily the correct ones, precisely because you do not understand it. 

Incidents like this are likely to happen every day around the world when bilingual 
speakers lose their second language minority-language native speakers find them-
selves losing their second language to dementia in majority language care settings and 
are left with their mother tongue as the sole means of communication. The speaker is 
left adrift, like you on the train, hearing but not understanding. 

It is well known that many living with dementia tend to lose their more recent 
memories first, falling further and further back into the remembered, hard-wired past 
and their native tongue.8 Thus, native speakers of Scots or Gaelic living with dementia 
leave behind English and revert to their mother tongue. Individual language attrition 
can also happen from disease or injury destroying parts of the brain or the connections 
that make them useful. People living with dementia, however, following patterns of 
memory loss, regress through their acquired languages in reverse order of familiarity 
and embeddedness, sometimes rediscovering one that they had “forgotten.” Alex Mac-
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donald told me of a woman from the Netherlands who reverted to speaking Dutch, 
a language her children thought had been “taught out” of her many decades before 
when she was evacuated from Holland to New Zealand during the Second World War. 
“Birth languages do not simply disappear from memory” (Macdonald 2019), but are 
instead silenced through teaching, immersion, hegemonic language replacement, and 
sometimes active suppression, whether from outside forces or the person themselves 
as they jettison their native language to “get ahead,” a common enough scenario in-
ternationally. 

A regression to native language is, of course, perfectly unproblematic if it is the 
majority tongue, but when the mother tongue has been supplanted in the community 
by another, the speaker is effectively silenced. Simon Gall has noticed such a situation 
developing in his grandmother’s home in Aberdeen. She is losing her English lan-
guage skills as dementia takes hold, a change particularly noticeable when she talks to 
a non-Scots speaker like Simon’s Venezuelan wife, Sol.

I’ll tell you when it started: when Sol spoke to her. 
Sol obviously doesn’t speak Doric, being Venezuelan, although she tries, and she 

does well sometimes. 
She would say stuff to her. And Sol speaks great English and is easy to understand, 

I think, for most folk, and ma grama, every time she’d say anything, ma grama would 
look at me and say, “Fit? Fit’s she sayin?” [What? What is she saying?] An she’s sittin 
right there in front of her. 

And it started to dawn on me that maybe it’s not just because of Sol. […] 
So then I started doing my own wee experiments. I’d say something to her, as I 

would in Standard English, and say, you know, “Have you seen Margaret today?” 
She’d look at me an go, “Eh?” “His Margaret been roon theday?” “Oh no, I hinna seen 
her.” [Oh no, I haven’t seen her.] So, I started tae realize she’s […] hardly comprehend-
ing English now. 

It’s really weird. 
(Gall 2019)

In recent months, the situation has become acute, “When the doctor visits, my mum 
has to be there to translate, and the doctor is Scottish. She wouldn’t get the medical 
care she needs otherwise” (Gall 2020). The communications affected are no longer 
simply phatic speech, social visiting, or even practical interactions about quotidian 
needs, but about vital health care. 

In a home setting like this, a regression to the mother tongue is not a problem, but 
Gaelic and Scots speakers can grow increasingly isolated as they find themselves in 
the predominantly English-language settings of care homes, institutions, and even 
whole communities, towns, and cities. The voiced become voiceless, losing their abil-
ity to communicate their story, their experience, and, at times, even their most basic 
needs, as Alex Macdonald recounts of a care home in the Isle of Lewis, 



McKean

100

There was an incident with a man who had been asking for a glass of water all day 
and hadn’t got it, because there was nobody understood what he was saying. He was 
asking in Gaelic. And his relatives were very angry, quite rightly, and pointed out that, 
actually, there needed to be a lot more thought in a place like this where there were 
patients, who were only speaking Gaelic now, that there would be Gaelic-speaking 
staff. (Macdonald 2019)

The man had spent most of his life bilingual, with Gaelic as his native language and 
English learned when he attended school from the age of about six. He lived his life in 
an English-dominated world, but with the onset of dementia, began to lose his second 
language, leaving the deeply embedded Gaelic still usable. Usable but ineffective. This 
phenomenon is the sound of silence; he was capable of speech, of making sounds, but 
was silenced for all intents and purposes in the very act of speaking. 

Dementia-related silencing can also be brought about by a physical journey into 
a different linguistic realm rather than shifting language patterns. One of Alex’s rela-
tives, who had moved away, “regressed, only spoke Gaelic the latter year of her life, 
which you would think isn’t unusual, apart from the fact that she lived in Detroit.” 
The woman had left in the 1920s, existed in a monoglot English environment all her 
days, until, with dementia-induced language loss, she found herself effectively si-
lenced though still able to produce sound. “There must have been other people who 
left here who found themselves in nursing homes across the world and unable, really, 
to communicate. Her children don’t speak it.” Even the woman’s own family was un-
able to help directly, though “they tried to access people in Detroit who could speak it 
and it was very sad for Lewis relatives, who understood, but could do little from four 
thousand miles away” (Macdonald 2019). 

While such distances are dramatic, there is no necessity for an international jour-
ney for a similar silencing to take place, as Alex recounts,

The worst scenario, I think, was the one where a man from here told me that his moth-
er was no longer speaking English and had no understanding of it now. […] And his 
father didn’t speak any Gaelic, so they weren’t able to speak to each other.

That is something that happened here, but I can equally see that happening in any 
other community where people are speaking minority languages and perhaps are in 
a situation where they’ve got a partner who’s not from the same background as them, 
or whatever. His father had never learned Gaelic, so they weren’t able to speak to each 
other. So that’s an extreme example, but it shows the importance of language.9

Sometimes, the arrival of new populations creates new language environments. 
While English has long been a lingua franca for many Scottish communities, including 
care homes, the last few decades have seen an influx of carers from overseas. Some 
learn Scots or Gaelic, like the woman from India who assists Simon’s grandmother. 
She has “been living in Scotland for a long time. […] And she finds that she has to 
speak Doric to her to be understood” (Gall 2019). Without this kind of linguistic adap-
tation, silence is easily created, here by omission or a lack of knowledge. 
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Organizers in very local settings, however, sometimes have a better sense of the 
need for cross-linguistic awareness. A care home in Lewis, for example, says Alex 
Macdonald, “advertises which languages are spoken there, which I think is a fantastic 
thing, because you can then look for a home where […] there’s somebody who can 
converse with your relative” (Macdonald 2019).10 

Aside from such apparent exceptions, people living with dementia in non-domes-
tic settings, while still having voices, often lose their ability to communicate their sto-
ry, experience, and even most basic needs, as the example of the man asking for water 
shows, becoming effectively voiceless. There is widespread acknowledgment of the 
need for linguistic accessibility within hospital medical settings, but while various re-
gional branches of Scotland’s National Health Service offer interpreters for more than 
forty languages, neither Gaelic nor Scots is among them.11 Granted, new monoglot 
speakers are small in number, and they are usually found in the home or in care set-
tings rather than hospitals, but it might be valuable and rewarding for carers to learn 
and perhaps even be formally taught these local languages for the sake of our growing 
elderly population.12 

We often tend to think of those with dementia losing their ability to communicate, 
but the disease reaches far beyond the individual. While someone is losing their sec-
ond language, a carer who cannot speak the first becomes an equal partner in the crea-
tion of silence. Meaning, typically created in the communal space between speaker 
and listener, is left inchoate because the dementia dynamic militates against it, creat-
ing a vacuum notable for its absence of lexical communicative engagement. It may, at 
some level, be a communicative act, but one defined by negation—the lack of recipro-
cal exchange and understanding. Thus, dementia enforces silence on both sides, quiet-
ing both by progressively deleting their shared language and experience. Thus carers, 
too, are silenced. 

Through the inaction of passively allowing such linguistic isolation to develop, 
silence becomes a verb. To “silence” something is to end its communicative activity, 
neuter its power. Sometimes we do this to ourselves, consciously or subconsciously 
suppressing memories to create a desired “reality.” Often, we mean it metaphorically, 
as with “cancel culture” on social media, not paying attention to what some indi-
vidual, group, or culture is saying, often as a result of a power dynamic that allows, 
or makes us not listen to a certain individual or perspective. More aggressively, silenc-
ing includes history being written (voiced) by the winner, the pervasive, unremarked 
control of women by (white) men’s domestic, political, social, and religious practices, 
and prison regimes that disproportionately affect people of color, those in poverty, or 
those who threaten the status quo in some way. Silence, the verb, can also be violent, 
in extremis taking explicit physical form, as in the “Colombian necktie,” a form of 
execution in which the perpetrator draws the victim’s tongue out through a slash in 
the throat, a physical silencing and an aggressive warning to others to keep silent, but 
also symbolic in that it embodies overt external control over the instrument of speech 
itself. 



McKean

102

Preventing people from being heard is the first step to retaining power. Thus, re-
gimes aim to silence dissent, suppressing discourse that undermines their perspective 
or authority: protestors who disagree, women campaigning for the vote, or voters sim-
ply trying to exercise their democratic right, for example.13 This can even extend to the 
visual, most famously in Stalin’s habit of altering photographic images to eliminate 
troublesome evidence. 

In the Scottish context, the repression of Gaelic as a means of politico-social control 
has been deliberate and explicit for a long time, as seen in the Scottish Education Act 
of 1616, which explicitly calls for Gaelic to be “abolisheit and removit,” abolished and 
removed (Donaldson 1970, 178–179). For the Scots language, attrition and disempow-
erment were the results of hegemonic power methodically applied since the seven-
teenth century by a confluence of political, religious, and social forces.14 

For the last few centuries, Scottish children have been taught English as their lingua 
franca, often completely leaving behind their native tongues, which were often beaten 
out of them from the age five or six—figuratively by a politically motivated education 
system, and literally through corporal punishment meted out to pupils for using of 
their native language in a school setting. Following on, Gaelic and Scots have been 
devalued and ghettoized into the realms of home and rural life. Today, they are thus 
often seen as best suited to self-deprecating humor, characterized by those in power 
(and wishing to stay there) as unsophisticated and uneducated.15 Our governmental 
systems have, moreover, institutionalized a dismissive attitude to “minority languag-
es,”16 as all the civic institutions of education, law, and government use the medium of 
English. So, Scots and Gaelic as languages of authority and learning have become si-
lenced through deliberate action. Even today, a “cultural cringe” exists, leading many 
to recoil when they hear their native tongue—Scots or Gaelic—used in formal settings 
such as a university, the workplace, in the media, or “high culture.”

Many Scots spend a lifetime, it is commonly said, thinking in English, but feeling 
in Gaelic or Scots, reflecting a commonly held belief that our native tongues remain 
the languages of emotion and childhood, even in later life.17 In our day-to-day lives, of 
course, we pay little attention to what language we are speaking. Simon Gall had “ab-
solutely no idea” that he and his family were speaking Doric (North-East Scots) in his 
youth; it was the language of home and family and, as such, was the norm. For Alex, 
there seems to be a clear distinction between speaking our native tongue(s) and the 
effort required to speak a second or third language: “I’ve always felt it was an effort to 
speak the poshest of English, the proper English, at school. ”Indeed, most Gaelic and 
Scots speakers feel more comfortable using their native tongue in the home setting 
as they have been raised from the earliest of times to think of their native tongues as 
inferior, in the case of Scots as a broken-down, bastardized relation of English (the use 
of which is often tellingly referred to as “talking” as opposed to spikkin, “speaking 
posh,” or speaking “properly.”

Conversely, hearing our language in a non-native environment puts us at ease im-
mediately, surrounded by the deep foundations of earliest (hopefully positive) mem-
ory.
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Well, it’s the “tuigsinn,” “tuigsinn”—understanding. There’s an understanding straight 
away that, if […] I meet a native somewhere, that they understand my culture as well 
as my language. (Macdonald 2019)  

Our native tongue elicits visceral feelings of connection even before we consider 
the content of what is being said.

To me, as a Gael, I’ll make a connection with somebody instantly if they speak to me 
in my own language. So even the fact that they can do that connects you in a way that 
you can’t… 

You know, you can obviously connect to people speaking in English, as we are 
now, but if somebody comes through the door and speaks to me in my own language, 
then instantly […] there’s an extra connection between you. (Macdonald 2019)

Simon, raised in a Scots-speaking environment but schooled, like most Scottish 
children, through the medium of English, is now able to use it in a work setting: 

I’ve had this feeling of a weight being lifted off when I can speak it, if you know what I 
mean. […] I always felt that it was an effort to always speak the poshest of English, or 
the “proper” English, at school and afterwards, etc. An there’s a feelin of relief, almost, 
recently over the last wee while when I can use it [Scots]. […]

I’m not able to put ma finger on it, but I certainly felt a bit of relief. I think that’s 
the only emotion that I can describe easily. I’ll spik the wey I spik at hame, I canna be 
arsed haein tae think o fit it is I’m sayin. (Gall 2019)

Part of this sense of ease derives from the domestic setting, in which conversation is 
generally far less formal, linguistically, and topically. 

Many older Scots and Gaelic speakers have not had this opportunity and exclu-
sively use English, their second language, in the formal settings of education, work, 
and civic life, able to switch with inconspicuous proficiency when the social context 
calls for it. Nevertheless, this subtle dexterity is the crux of language loss, being pre-
carious and particularly vulnerable to changes in the brain, whether through injury or 
disease. Our mother tongue is so closely tied to identity that we do not think of it as a 
separate entity, as Alex suggests,

People could be taken halfway across the world, but, actually, their birth identity re-
mains somewhere hidden deep in their head and it […] came out when they devel-
oped dementia. It just never went away, is what I’m saying. You never lose your key 
identity. (Macdonald 2019)

Nevertheless, when you lose your communicative language, that “key identity,” while 
not lost, lies unheard. 
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Silence can derive from the active suppression of a voice or a lack of linguistic 
understanding, but, equally, from the absence of a simple but crucial bridging step: 
listening. A wave of sonic energy released is effectively not a sound until it is heard. 
Creating meaning requires that we hear, and that we pay attention, so that we may 
understand. 

In the context of those with dementia-related language loss, one kind of paying at-
tention is an awareness that “their silence may be triggered by a failure in our methods 
of communication” (Macdonald n.d., 9, my emphasis). So, we must be alert to non-
linguistic entryways. Sometimes a sensory experience, smell, taste, seeing or touch-
ing an object, can release language, bringing silence to an end: “A fisherman recently 
demonstrated mending nets in one of the hospital wards and a patient, who hadn’t 
spoken in over two months, informed a care worker that he used to do that task too, 
and assisted with the demonstration” (Macdonald n.d., 6). Dementia can bring about 
an age of enforced silence which traps people in an internal world, but even before 
that a lack of contextual understanding and effective triggers can bring an end to com-
munication. Thus, while we often think of silence as an absence, it can become manifest, 
something we bring into existence by our actions or just plain neglect. 

Though there is technically sound in the case of Gaelic and Scots speakers adrift 
in an anglicized sea, silence reigns supreme when there is no one to listen or to under-
stand. Entire languages are lost, stories no longer told, experience no longer under-
stood or valued, and culture no longer passed on. We lose the interaction and commu-
nication that define us as homo narrans and, with that, our humanity itself.

It is easy to conflate silence with quiet and connotations of peace and serenity. 
Those used to city dwelling, for example, often remark on how quiet the countryside 
is but immediately describe it in terms of sound: “the silence/ Of the wind through 
the trees” (Gibbard 2020). A listening ear soon picks up on many sounds: that very 
wind through the trees, a breeze over the grasses, water flowing, birdsong. The un-
practised ear may experience a kind of silence, however, because these rural sounds 
can be experientially devoid of meaning, empty of the understood vocabulary of cars, 
crosswalk indicators, piped music, overheard telephone conversations, and media. 
“Silence,” in everyday parlance, is, therefore, relative. It is not acoustic silence but in-
stead an absence of meaning parsable to the individual experiencing it. So, we might 
better conceive of “silence” as an absence of communication.

What if the world around us really was silent, truly quiet? That would equate to 
death, in our imaginations, Hamlet’s “quietus” (to discharge, release, or end in death). 
Quiet might be the end of all things, connecting to a visceral fear deep within, but even 
in a silent, anechoic chamber, we hear things: the sounds of our blood moving around 
the body, the heart beating, the sound, by contrast, evoking life and living. Thus, our 
embodied selves are our best insurance against the desolation of quiet, death, silence, 
and silencing.

The Gaelic for dementia is “gad do chall fhèin”, literally, losing yourself, says 
Alex.
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They would explain away, you know, an older person maybe, ‘Th’ad air call’, they’re 
lost. It’s this whole thing of losing themselves as a person. […] 

This is the thing that’s most interesting to me. It’s the fact that there’s a drawer 
somewhere in your head where English no longer makes sense. You go right back to 
the beginning. (Macdonald 2019)

Language is a vital weapon in defying silence and silencing of every kind, mak-
ing the rapid global trend of language loss nothing short of a tragedy.18 When we lose 
a language, we lose a particular ontology of the world and the capability to listen to 
voices and perspectives other than our own. When communicative language is lost to 
neurodegeneration, we lose a crucial mechanism for making sense of the world and, 
concomitantly, the world loses its means of making sense of us. 

Ultimately, we must develop a deeper understanding of silence and what it means 
to be heard. It behoves us today, then, as we care for people living with dementia in 
a context of hegemonic world languages, to pay attention to the sounds of silence, to 
see if we might hear, and listen carefully, to the still, small voice of one crying out in a 
linguistic wilderness, in a language we do not understand. 

Notes
1 I would like to thank Sarah Brown, Stephen Plotkin, Sophie Morse, and Christine Kydd for 

their thoughts on this essay as it took shape.
2 Alex was kind enough to share her presentation “Bilingualism and Dementia” with me 

as a starting point (Macdonald n.d.). Her place of work, An Lanntair Arts Centre in Stor-
noway, runs “Ciannalas” a dementia-friendly Creative Care community project that uses 
various arts media, crafts, objects, and reminiscence work to engage sufferers and their car-
ers, aiming to “uphold rights to be included, involved and to make valuable contributions 
to the community together” (“Ciannalas”).

3 A “monoglot” speaker is, of course, much easier to discuss in the context of two very dif-A “monoglot” speaker is, of course, much easier to discuss in the context of two very dif-
ferent language families, such as Gaelic and English, than with close cognate tongues like 
Scots and English, or Norwegian and Swedish. Most Scots speakers today “commute” 
along a continuum between Scots and English, adeptly adjusting their use of each lan-
guage to suit the linguistic environment in which they find themselves (McColl Millar 
2018, 3) 

4 See Jackson 1985, 132–134, and passim, for reflections on the leading role that fieldwork, 
and what we find, plays in shaping both our findings and the project itself.

5 As an exponent of co-production, I am grateful to Alex for bringing the phenomenon to 
my attention and discussing her ideas so freely. Interviews with Macdonald and Gall were 
digitally recorded and reside in the Archives of the Elphinstone Institute, University of Ab-
erdeen. Quoted interview material is transcribed using a “revised verbatim” style; I have 
indicated editorial interventions with […] for an ellipsis and [xxxx] for descriptive “stage 
directions”.

6 The very term “bilingual” can be used hegemonically, as Helot and Young suggest, noting 
that in France its official use is “reserved for the acquisition of mainstream European lan-
guage and for immersion programmes in Brittany, Alsace, the Basque country, etc.” (2002, 
97), rather than to describe people who speak migrant, or smaller indigenous tongues.
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7 There is a large body of clinical work on language loss, “semantic dementia”, and its effects 
on various aspects of life, including social connections and community interactions. I refer 
to a number of studies that speak directly to my discussion, but, not being a neuroscientist, 
it would be inappropriate for me to draw on the more technical scholarship in any detail. It 
is, moreover, not central to this qualitative approach and I leave it to the reader to explore 
as their scientific interests and prowess permit.

8 For popular reporting on this phenomenon, see “Losing your English” and “Bilingualism 
and Dementia”.

9 This scenario has been used as the centrepiece of a play, “Five to Midnight”, by Theatre 
Tog-ì, a Gaelic drama group based in Glasgow (“Bilingualism and Dementia”).

10 Macdonald drew attention to a potentially contentious aspect of this question, noting that 
employment law might make it difficult to require a particular linguistic proficiency for 
what is, ostensibly, a physical job (as a carer). Nevertheless, this particular case suggests 
that we should perhaps place more emphasis on the social aspect of care than we often do: 
“These are incidents of why one size doesn’t always fit all” (Macdonald 2019).

11 Greater Glasgow and Clyde offers English, Albanian, Amharic, Arabic, Armenian, Ben-Greater Glasgow and Clyde offers English, Albanian, Amharic, Arabic, Armenian, Ben-
gali, Bulgarian, Chinese (Simplified), Chinese (Traditional), Czech, Dari, Estonian, Farsi, 
French, German, Greek, Gujarati, Hausa, Hindi, Hungarian, Italian, Kiswahili, Krio, Kurd-
ish Sorani, Latvian, Lithuanian, Oromo, Malayalam, Pashto, Polish, Portuguese, Punjabi, 
Romanian, Russian, Sindhi, Slovak, Spanish, Somali, Tamil, Tigrinya, Turkish, Urdu, 
Vietnamese, Wolof, Yiddish (“Greater Glasgow”). NHS Grampian, in the North-East of 
Scotland, lists Polish, Bengali, Arabic, Latvian, Lithuanian, Russian, Cantonese, Manda-
rin, Portugese, French, German, Spanish, Romanian, and British Sign Language on its site 
(“NHS Grampian”).

12 Closely intertwined with these ideas, the Elphinstone Institute at the University of Aber-Closely intertwined with these ideas, the Elphinstone Institute at the University of Aber-
deen is currently developing a training programme in Doric/North-East Scots for carers 
designed to improve communication and, we hope, enhance immigrant carers’ sense of 
belonging.

13 See Jackel & Thompson 2018, and Leonhardt 2016, on deliberate voter suppression in the 
United States.

14 Politically, in the Union of the Crowns in 1603, when Scotland and England were joined 
under one king, James VI and I, and the Union of the Parliaments in 1707, when the two 
were joined politically and administered by a central government in London. Religious-
ly, with the 1611 publication of the King James Bible in English, with no published Scots 
translation until a 1900–05 academic edition of Murdoch Nisbet’s early sixteenth-century 
translation of the Wycliffe Bible, and William Lorimer’s 1983 New Testament in Scots (the 
only version from the biblical Greek). Socially, with political and religious power gone, and 
industrializing economic forces pushing towards centralization and emigration, English 
quickly became the language of “improvement”.

  Though not formally part of the mechanics of power until the Gaelic Language (Scot-
land) Act of 2005, Gaelic has been included in the decennial census since 1881 (MacKinnon 
n.d.), while a Scots language question was only introduced in 2011. There are other encour-
aging signs, for example in local government, with Aberdeenshire Council ratifying guide-
lines for the use of Doric/North-East Scots in 2017 (English: “Scots Language Guidelines;” 
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Doric: “Scots Leid Guidelines,” along with recommendations for the use of Doric with 
young people (“Bairns’ Chairter”), while Aberdeen City Council, though without a formal 
policy, produced a Doric translation of its new cultural policy (“Culture Aiberdeen”).

15 This has happened throughout Europe with languages such as Breton, Occitan, and Cata-This has happened throughout Europe with languages such as Breton, Occitan, and Cata-
lan, to name a few, and in the USA, “a veritable cemetery of foreign languages” (Portes & 
Hao 1998).

16 This term is something of a misnomer in the case of Scots, as it is spoken by more than 
a third of Scotland’s population (Census 2011). It would be considered a “minority” lan-
guage, however, in terms of its place within the power structures of state.

17 Greenson (1950) was an early advocate, exploring a patient’s use of native and acquired 
tongues when accessing, or at times evading, deeply emotional matters. Recent studies, 
e.g., Anooshian & Hertel (2008), have reinforced the idea, but Pavlenko (2006) challenges 
its universality, giving examples where the native tongue is left behind for traumatic rea-
sons (see chapters 10–11, in particular), and Jończyk (2016, 75–101) suggests that the na-
tive-language-emotion idea is itself emotionally anchored, rather than neuro-linguistically 
placed. Perhaps more significant even than language choice, in the context of thinking 
about silence, is the idea that emotion is often, in fact, beyond words. In such cases, the 
medium of song, with its stylized, structured language, and integral musical component, 
can be an effective bridge. Breandán Ó Madagáin recounts an example from Irish tradition 
in which song is able to carry unspeakable emotion when spoken words will not, offering 
an opening for expression and the beginnings of healing (1985, 149–151). In the context of 
dementia, Margaret Bennett describes a moving encounter with peerless Newfoundland 
singer, Jerome Downey, in which the sound of her voice, and their shared song tradition, 
is able to forge a deep connection to a pre-dementia past (2012, 153–154). For more formal 
studies of song and dementia, see, for example, Moser 2001, 712–717; Davidson & Fedele 
2011. Song is also a useful tool in general mental health areas (e.g., Clark & Harding 2012; 
Bailey & Davidson 2003), or in the recovery from trauma (e.g., Duhl 1999; Robarts 2006; 
Davis 2010; von Lob, et al., 2010). For examples of the use of music in reaching demen-
tia patients, see Groene 1993, and Halpern, et al., 2012, while its wider use in relation to 
trauma is explored in Garrido, et al. 2015.

18 There are five to six thousand languages in the world today, but within a century that 
number is likely to be an order of magnitude lower (Harrison 2007, 3). This is more than 
the silencing of individuals; it is the loss of entire “domains of knowledge” (Harrison 2007, 
26) that are central to our understanding of ourselves and the diversity of societies around 
the world.

Works Cited
Anooshian, Linda J., and Paula T. Hertel. “Emotionality in Free Recall: Language Spe-

cificity in Bilingual Memory.” Cognition and Emotion 8, no. 6 (1994): 503–514. 
Bailey, Betty A., and Jane W. Davidson. “Amateur Group Singing as a Therapeutic 

Instrument.” Nordic Journal of Music Therapy 12, no. 1 (2003): 18–32.
“Bairns’ Chairter.” Aberdeenshire Council, October, 2018. Accessed April 26, 2020, 

https://www.girfec-aberdeenshire.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Aber-
deenshire-CYP-Charter-DORIC-VERSION.pdf.



McKean

108

Bennett, Margaret. Jerome: Just One More Song! Local, Social, and Political History in the 
Repertoire of a Newfoundland-Irish Singer. Kenneth S. Goldstein and Margaret 
Bennett Folksong Collection. Ochtertyre: Grace Note Publications, 2012.

“Bilingualism and Dementia,” University of Stirling. Accessed April 26, 2020. https://
dementia.stir.ac.uk/blogs/dementia-centred/2020-01-14/bilingualism-and-
dementia.

“Ciannalas,” An Lanntair. Accessed May 3, 2020. http://lanntair.com/education/
education-projects/.

Clark, Imogen, and Katherine Harding. “Psychosocial Outcomes of Active Singing In-
terventions for Therapeutic Purposes: A Systematic Review of the Literature.” 
Nordic Journal of Music Therapy 21, no. 1 (2012): 80–98. 

“Culture Aiberdeen.” Aberdeen City Council, June 2018. Accessed April 25, 2020. ht-
tps://www.aberdeencity.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2018-06/Culture%20
Aberdeen%20DORIC%20updated_0.pdf.

Davidson, Jane W., and Julie Fedele. “Investigating Group Singing Activity with Peo-
ple with Dementia and their Caregivers: Problems and Positive Prospects.” 
Musicae Scientiae 15 (2011): 402–422.

Davis, Keith M. “Music and the Expressive Arts with Children Experiencing Trauma.” 
Journal of Creativity in Mental Health 5, no. 2 (2010): 125–133.

Donaldson, Gordon. Scottish Historical Documents. New York and Edinburgh: Barnes & 
Noble and Scottish Academic Press, 1970.

Duhl, Lisa. “Rocking an Empty Cradle: A Psychological Study of Yiddish Holocaust 
Lullabies.” PhD Dissertation, California School of Professional Psychology, 
1999.

Gall, Simon. “Bilingualism and Dementia,” interview by Thomas A. McKean, April 11, 
2019, Elphinstone Institute Archives, University of Aberdeen. 

Gall, Simon, email message to author, May 18, 2020.
Garrido Sandra, Felicity A. Baker, Jane W. Davidson, Grace Moore, Steve Wasserman. 

“Music and Trauma: The Relationship between Music, Personality, and Cop-
ing Style.” Frontiers of Psychology 6, article 977 (2015). Accessed May 3, 2020. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4498438/pdf/psyg-06-
00977.pdf.

Gibbard, Benjamin. “Life in Quarantine.” By Benjamin Gibbard.  Released March 26, 
2020, published by Where I’m Calling From Music (BMI). Accessed May 18, 
2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CCMAr6i1QYA. 

“Greater Glasgow.” National Health Service Greater Glasgow and Clyde. Accessed 
November 10, 2020. https://www.nhsggc.org.uk/your-health/health-issues/
covid-19-coronavirus/for-patients-the-public/bsl-other-languages/informa-
tion-in-other-languages/.

Greenson, Ralph. “The Mother Tongue and the Mother.” International Journal of Psy-
choanalysis 31 (1950): 18–23.

Groene, Robert William. “Effectiveness of Music Therapy 1:1 Intervention with In-
dividuals Having Senile Dementia of the Alzheimer’s Type.” Journal of Music 
Therapy 30, no. 3 (Fall 1993): 138–157.



The Sound of Silence

109

Halpern, Andrea R., Isabelle Peretz, and Lola L. Cuddy, eds. “Special Issue: Demen-
tia and Music.” Music Perception: An Interdisciplinary Journal 29, no. 5 (2012): 
465–466. 

Harrison, K. David. When Languages Die: The Extinction of the World’s Languages and the 
Erosion of Human Knowledge. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007.

Helot, Christine, and Andrea Young. “Bilingualism and Language Education in French 
Primary Schools: Why and How Migrant Languages Should be Valued.” Inter-
national Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 5, no. 2 (2002): 96–112.

Jackel, Sarah and Stuart A. Thompson. “The Myth of the Lazy Nonvoter.” New York 
Times, October 5, 2018. Accessed April 26, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2018/10/05/opinion/midterm-election-voter-turnout-photo-id.
html.

Jackson, Bruce. “Things that from a Long Way off Look like Flies.” Journal of American 
Folklore 98, no. 388 (April-June 1985): 131–47.

Jończyk, Rafał. Affect-Language Interactions in Native and Non-Native English Speakers: A 
Neuropragmatic Perspective. The Bilingual Mind and Brain Book Series 4. Cham: 
Springer, 2016.

Leonhardt, David. “The Real Voter Fraud.” New York Times, November 8, 2016. Ac-
cessed April 26, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/08/opinion/real-
voter-fraud.html.

Lorde, Audre. “The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action.”  In Sister 
Outsider: Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde, 29–32. London: Penguin, 2019 
[1980].

“Losing your English.” Alzheimers.org.uk, 2019. Accessed April 26, 2020. https://
www.alzheimers.org.uk/dementia-together-magazine/june-july-2019/los-
ing-your-english-reverting-your-mother-tongue-dementia.

Macaulay, Donald. The Celtic Languages. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992.

Macdonald, Alex. “Monoglot Gaelic Speakers and Bilingualism,” interview by Tho-
mas A. McKean, April 8, 2019, Elphinstone Institute Archives, University of 
Aberdeen.

Macdonald, Alex. “Bilingualism and Dementia.” Course presentation for the Univer-
sity of the Highlands and Islands, n.d. 

MacKinnon, Kenneth. “A Century on the Census—Gaelic in Twentieth Century Fo-
cus.” Last modified 2018. https://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/STELLA/STARN/
lang/GAELIC/focus.htm (later published as Derick S. Thomson, ed., Gaelic 
and Scots in Harmony. Glasgow: Department of Celtic, University of Glasgow, 
1990.

Marching, Soe Tjen. The End of Silence: Accounts of the 1965 Genocide in Indonesia. Am-
sterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017.

McColl Millar, Robert. Modern Scots: An Analytical Survey. Edinburgh: Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press, 2018.

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Signs. Northwestern University Studies in Phenomenology 
and Existential Philosophy. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964.



McKean

110

Moser, Ingunn. “Dementia and the Limits to Life: Anthropological Sensibilities, STS 
Interferences, and Possibilities for Action in Care.” Science, Technology, and Hu-
man Values 36, no. 5 (2001): 704–722.

“NHS Grampian.” National Health Service Grampian. Accessed November 
10, 2020. http://www.nhsgrampian.org/nhsgrampian/gra_display.
jsp?pContentID=89&p_applic=CCC&p_service=Content.show&.

Ó Madagáin, Breandán. “Functions of Irish Song in the Nineteenth Century.” Béaloi-
deas 53 (1985): 130–216. 

Pavlenko, Aneta. Emotions and Multilingualism. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006.

Portes, Alejandro, and Lingxin Hao. “E Pluribus Unum: Bilingualism and Loss of Lan-
guage in the Second Generation.” Sociology of Education vol. 71, no. 4 (October 
1998): 269–294.

Robarts, Jacqueline. “Music Therapy with Sexually Abused Children.” Clinical Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry 11, no. 2 (2006): 249–269.

“Scotland’s Census 2011—National Records of Scotland Table DC2121SC - Scots Lan-
guage Skills by Sex by Age All People Aged 3 and Over,” Scottish Government. 
Accessed May 3, 2020. https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-web/home.
html.

“Scots Language Guidelines,” Aberdeenshire Council. Accessed April 25, 2020. http://
dywaberdeenshire.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Aberdeenshire-Doric-
Guidelines-Feb-17.pdf.

“Scots Leid Guidelines,” Aberdeenshire Council. Accessed April, 25 2020. http://
dywaberdeenshire.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Doric-Guidelines-eb-
17-Doric-version.pdf.

von Lob, Genevieve, Paul Camic, and Stephen Clift. “The Use of Singing in a Group 
as a Response to Adverse Life Events.” International Journal of Mental Health 
Promotion 12, no. 3 (2010): 45–53.


