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2. Introduction – Wall Of Silence

This is the first UK play to really try and break down the Wall 
of Silence about what has been enacted on Deaf communities 
worldwide for the last 140 years, and still continues today.  
{thanks etc}

◼ So this presentation is aimed at informing the public.

◼ Deaf communities have also been denied knowledge of their 
history, so this is for our people too. 

◼ You are a very wide audience to cover, so bear with me !

◼ Who’s just seen the play ?  Tony Wilson etc



3.   Today’s Journey
◼ It’s impossible to cover everything in the time we 

have ! So we have to paint a broad picture.

◼ Deafhood is a complex subject, with full courses, 
weekend workshops of its own.

◼ We will introduce you to Deaf cultures, Deaf history, 
and –briefly- to the Deafhood concept.

◼ And we discuss the importance of eugenics – and 
how SLPs are the ‘canaries’ in society’s coalmine.

◼ Why are Deaf people not seen as politically equal? 



4.  Some Background

Some people confuse Deaf communities with ‘deafness’ – people who lose hearing later in life.

◼ So let’s re-define ourselves. We are Sign Language Peoples (SLPs) of the world. We exist in 
every country, have our own national sign languages, and our communities have existed in 
one form or another for thousands of years. 

◼ Our existence has been documented in ancient Greece and Rome, in ancient Jewish and other 
Middle-East cultures as far back as 1,300 BC.  

◼ We have our own cultures and artforms, philosophies and pedagogies.

◼ We communicate globally through the special gift of International Sign. Deaf guides take us 
inside their national cultures – we don’t need to sit on a tourist bus and take photographs from 
the outside ;-)

◼ So we are a Global Nation – and world citizens.

◼ A lot of problems come from being classified only as ‘disabled’. We are also a language and 
cultural minority. Governments and others struggle to comprehend this.



5. Our Communities Save Lives

◼ Our strength lies in our communities and languages. 

◼ Their knowledge and wisdom, passed down through 
generations, are resources to help those who grow up in 
isolation from those communities.

◼ I should know – I was educated in ‘mainstream’ schools, and 
didn’t learn to sign till I was 22, when I joined the community.

◼ I was seen as what they call an ‘Oral Success’. But as you will 
see, that phrase is a lie that has damaged not only myself but 
millions of Deaf people worldwide.



6.   Enacted In Your Name ?

◼ Let’s start with a simple question. How many hearing people 
here know that sign languages and Deaf teachers were banned 
worldwide for 100+ years ?

◼ This is called ‘Oralism’ Does this ideology make any sense to 
you ?

◼ It doesn’t make any sense to us either !

◼ We believe that SLPs should be educated to be bilingual and 
multicultural.

◼ What could possibly be wrong with that idea ?



7.  Positive Attitudes to SLPs

◼ So let’s have a look at some of the more powerful 
examples from our histories, before sign languages 
were banned.

◼ And when numbers of hearing people viewed Deaf 
peoples more positively.

◼ France and the UK 1779 – 1850s (approx.)

◼ Ottoman Empire, Turkey 1453 – 1919.



8.    Ottoman Empire

◼ Evidence shows that hearing people (in this case, Muslims) viewed 

◼ Deaf people very differently.    

◼ For hundreds of years, this was the greatest empire in the world. 

◼ It covered 1 million square miles, from Eastern Europe to North Africa.

◼ So for a long time, the Sultans were the most powerful rulers in the world.



Topkapi Palace



Topkapi Palace II



11.     The Ottoman Empire (1)

◼ We owe a huge debt to M. Miles for this work.

◼ http://www.independentliving.org/miles200907.html

◼ “Deaf people….worked in the Turkish Ottoman court from the 15th to the 
20th century in various roles….

◼ Their signing system became popular, was used regularly by hearing 
people including successive Sultans, 

◼ and was reportedly capable of expressing ideas of whatever complexity…. 
at a time when Deaf education and employment was barely considered 
feasible in Western Europe.”

◼ Up to 200 Deaf employed – own uniforms etc !  

http://www.independentliving.org/miles200907.html


Deaf Uniform 1



Deaf Uniform 2



14.   The Ottoman Empire (2)

Ricaud (1668) : 

‘This language of the Mutes is so much in fashion in the Ottoman Court, that none almost but can 
deliver his sense in it, 

and is of much use to those who attend the Presence of the Grand Signoir, before whom it is 
not reverent or seemly so much as to whisper’. (Miles, 2000: 10) 

Bobovius (1679) : 

‘They visit and converse with the young and help them to perfect their sign language 

by telling fables and histories, sayings and scriptures in sign’. 

The palace employed up to 11,000 people.

Deaf were among those closest to Sultan – accompanying him on hunting expeditions, and other 
situations when hearing people were not present.



Selim III  1789



16.   The Ottoman Empire (3)

◼ Ekinci (2017) In the 1830s some Deaf became members of political councils and even 
cabinets. 

◼ In the last days of the Empire, in 1922, there were still 4 Deaf members.

◼ He describes some of the signs used for Cabinet ministers.

◼ Suggests these became part of Turkish Sign Language after Sultan Abdulhamid II founded the 
Deaf school in the 1890s.  https://www.dailysabah.com/feature/2017/08/18/seraglio-sign-
language-the-ottoman-courts-second-language

◼ Even today, as part of the Ottoman heritage, only mute attendants can work during the 
confidential meetings at the National Parliament of Turkey.” (Dikici 2006, p. 58) 

◼ They are responsible for room cleanliness, drinking water and food provisions, and taking 
messages between the lawmakers, when they met in secret session. 

◼ Yet most Deaf Turks no longer know their history – due mainly to Oralism. 

https://www.dailysabah.com/feature/2017/08/18/seraglio-sign-language-the-ottoman-courts-second-language


17. The French Revolution 

and Deaf Achievements
◼ You can study the Deaf writings of :  

- Desloges (1779)

- Massieu and Clerc (1815)

- Berthier and colleagues (1830s >>)

Many wonderful stories can be told about them – and many 
others from those times.

At that time, Paris was regarded as ‘the centre of the civilised 
world’.

The Enlightenment era – fascination with Deaf and search for a 
‘Universal language’ etc. Many examples from the Revolution 
era :  https://www.jstor.org/stable/26190701

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26190701


18. Pierre Desloges 1747 - 1799

◼ First book written by Deaf person (1779)

◼ Book describes sign language and Deaf culture, and defends 

sign language in education.   

◼ Strongly involved in the French Revolution >>>>>                    

https://www.blogger.com/goog_1731795825
https://www.blogger.com/goog_1731795837


19. Jean Massieu 1772 - 1846

◼ First French Deaf teacher (Paris 1791)

◼ Helped win a new school via the Revolution

◼ Famous for his ‘bon mots’at public demonstrations.



St. Jacques



21. Laurent Clerc 1785 - 1869

◼ Pupil of Massieu.

◼ Moved to USA to found Deaf education in 

1817.



22.  Deaf Visual Arts

◼ Mirzoeff (1995) identifies over 100 Deaf artists who exhibited 
at Paris Salons prior to Oralism. 

◼ The school’s catalogue was 70 pages with over 600 works by 
Deaf artists. (See next slide)

◼ After 1945, Oralists gave away or destroyed most of these.

◼ Note that after Oralism, Deaf arts almost disappeared until the 
1975 Deaf Resurgence. What is the relationship between 
mental health, creativity and Oralism ? 





24. Revolutionary Sculptor –

Claude-Andre Deseine

1740 - 1823
◼ Mirabeau         Mme Danton             Robespierre          Turkish Ambassador

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-RP2-A3OrJgk/VHObVUT-oTI/AAAAAAAAS_4/44fvRrxJjPI/s1600/Mirabeau.jpg


25.             Massieu and Clerc 

in London 1815

◼ Head of school (Sicard, a Royalist) fled from 

Napoleon.

◼ 5 in the group.

◼ Gave many demonstrations to the nobility.

◼ Duke of Wellington’s wife an organiser ?

◼ Also Louis Philippe (became King 1830)

◼ This book of their philosophies published in same 

year.

{‘Man Of Nature’ story}





27. The Paris Banquets 

1830s >>
- Developed to fight for bilingual 

education and against Oralism.

- Influential hearing invited.

- Deaf speeches presented the highest 
levels of Deaf philosophies.

- Also to demonstrate the beauty of 
signing.

- Included Sign Poetry, Sign Comedy.

- International Deaf attended.

- Most speeches translated to French 
and printed.

Ferdinand Berthier,
1803 - 1886





29. French ‘Deafhood Principles’ – (i)

1.  Sign languages as special because sometimes they are more 
powerful than speech.

2.    Special also because they can create International Sign -
global communication.

3.    Deaf people are the world’s first truly global citizens, and 
thus a model for hearing society – Global Unity !

4.    Deaf people were intentionally created on earth. Why?

- To show these skills and qualities to the world.

- Contribute to, help the world, not just be ‘helped’. 



30.   French ‘Deafhood Principles’ (ii)

5.  Sign languages offered as a gift to hearing people.

6.  Those who cannot sign are unable to use all their senses - are incomplete as 
humans (!)

7.  All Deaf people should work to help their communities grow and thrive.

(“Deaf-Must”)

(but note no Deaf women at the Banquets till 1870s !)

Most of these lost after Oralism. 

Which do you think still survive ?



31.   UK - Lord Seaforth 1754 - 1815

◼ Pupil of Braidwood school, Edinburgh

◼ Deaf at age 12

◼ Used fingerspelling, signing and writing.

AND

Became an MP 1784 - 90, 94- 96

Became Governor of Barbados 1800 – 06

Made it illegal to kill slaves, mistreat

Black people etc. 

Note also – stories by Dickens, Defoe etc



32.    Spreading the Signs

◼ The 19th century saw huge  developments – Deaf schools 

multiplied across Europe and USA.

◼ Some beautiful buildings too.

◼ California                                         Edinburgh



33. The ‘Golden Age’

◼ Many schools founded by Deaf teachers - 24 in the 
USA - and many Deaf heads.

◼ Many Deaf teachers… in USA 40% by 1880.

◼ Very few hearing children were being educated at 
that time.

◼ Many Deaf professionals - lawyers, writers, artists, 
architects etc.



35. So what went wrong ?

◼ The 19th century saw the rise of industrialisation. 

◼ Before that Nature was revered. Now the new buzzwords were ‘Science’ and ‘Progress’. 
Nature was seen as something to be ‘conquered’.

◼ Darwin proposed the ‘survival of the fittest’.

◼ The spread of colonialism and the labelling of indigenous peoples as ‘savages’ and 
‘backward’. 

◼ This was also applied (in the USA) to the ‘Slavic’ races and others from Southern Europe.

◼ New nations created (Germany, Italy) and suppression of minority languages (Welsh, Gaelic)

◼ Wealth, power and the growth of charities.

◼ Social Darwinism developed theories to remove those who were ‘unfit’ – by eugenics.



36. And it all started in Britain…



37. And quickly adopted by the USA



38.  Too Expensive to Keep Alive ?



39.  Eugenics and Racism









43. Breeding the Ideal Woman



44. ‘Saving’ the Children –

Science meets Religion



45. Original Aim of Contraception





47. Continued into Modern Era



48. The Logical Outcome ?



49.  Eugenics spread to Scandinavia,     

then to Germany…



50.   The Rise of Oralism

◼ In this new climate of scientific superiority, SLPs were now 
framed as inferior beings.

◼ Their ‘savage’ / ‘monkey’ languages had to be suppressed, and 
replaced by speech and lipreading alone.

◼ Ideally they should be prevented from mixing with each other, 
lest they breed and have Deaf children. 

◼ This ideology was called ‘Oralism’.

◼ And unfortunately for SLPs, one of the leading Oralists was 
also a leader of the eugenics movement… 



51.   Alexander Graham Bell



52.                     Martha’s Vineyard –

where from the 1680s,

1 in 4 were Deaf, but everyone signed !

◼ Bell twisted the evidence to spread fears about 

the growth of Deaf communities



59.   Headline of a Bell article





53.     The organisation is still

very wealthy and powerful today 



56.    Typical Oralist Views

1. Meniere – one of the founding fathers of French medicine, in the 1830s :

“The Deaf believe that they are our equals in all respects. We should be generous and not destroy 
that illusion. But whatever they believe, deafness is an infirmity,and we should repair it 
whether the person who has it is disturbed by it or not”. (in Lane, 1984: 134) 

(Note the first sentence – clearly shows Deaf beliefs even then !)

2. A.G.Bell (1884)

“We should try ourselves to forget that they are deaf. 

We should try to teach them to forget that they are deaf.” 

Oralists present the issue as being about improving speech to assimilation.

But is more accurately defined as 

‘seeking to remove anything Deaf from inside a Deaf child’ -

Deaf identity, community, culture, history, arts – and language.

What does that ideology remind us of ??





58.                Milan Congress, 

September 11th 1880

◼ Oralism was steadily growing from the 1860s.

◼ But this congress rubber stamped the ideology.

◼ 164 attended from 7 countries 

◼ Many were not even teachers (Italian clergy)

◼ Only 1 Deaf

◼ Media support – eg. Times newspaper reported 

‘Deafness Is Abolished’     (!)            Another brick in the wall…

And almost all the Deaf teachers were fired –

and then banned.

Signing was physically and psychically punished

Oralist set themselves up as scientific ‘Experts’

So the public believed them



59.   Deaf Rebellions (1880 – 1900) 

◼ Deaf communities rebelled for the next 20 years.

◼ Founded national associations - NAD, BDDA etc.

◼ Held International Conferences – Paris 1889, Chicago 1893



60.    Typical Deaf Quotes (1)

Deaf teachers led the battle.

◼ McGregor, Head of Ohio school, first Chair of NAD : 

“The ascendancy of the pure oral method has been attained by methods that the 
deaf, as honest, law-abiding citizens abhor…. 

Must not that be false which required for its support so much….coercion; which 
belittles, or utterly ignores, the opinions of its own output ?....

The verdict of the educated deaf the whole world over is this: the oral method 
benefits the few; the combined system benefits all the deaf….Anyone who upholds 
the oral method, as an exclusive method, is their enemy.” (in Lane, 1984: 395) 

◼ http://videocatalog.gallaudet.edu/?embed=2515

http://videocatalog.gallaudet.edu/?embed=2515


61.   Typical Deaf Quotes (2)

◼ J.S.Long :

“The Chinese women bind their babies’ feet to make them small; the Flathead 
Indians bind their babies’ heads to make them flat. 

And the people who prevent the sign language being used in the education of the 
deaf...are denying the deaf their free mental growth through natural expression of 
their ideas, and are in the same class of criminals.”      (Lane, 1984: 371)

French Deaf magazines :

Oralism as ‘violence, oppression….charlatanism,which only makes idiots of the 
poor deaf-mute children’. 

Congresses like Milan were used by the Oralist : 

‘in order to retain his shameful post of murderer of the intelligence and souls of 
deaf children’                                                  (1886 in Lane, 1984: 404). 



62.        The Last Great Stand 

– Paris 1900

◼ Paris 1900 Congress, Deaf outnumbered Oralists, 

but were locked out, and had hold their own Congress.

◼ That exclusion was the beginning of the end of 120 years of SLP progress.



After the Deluge

◼ Last two heads in UK, Leeds and Swansea in 1920s.

◼ A few schools had Deaf teachers who fought hard for their 

children. Eg. John Caproni, taught from 1891 – 1948. Kevin 

Fitzgerald’s book gives a wonderful description.



62.   The Wall of Silence (1900 – 1970)

◼ Oralism strengthened its grip during the 20th century :

- controlled teacher training programmes.

- set up day schools, peripatetic service, 

- used hearing aids to divide Deaf and HOH, 

- mainstreaming, and greater medicalism.

A key strategy used from the 1880s and still today – to present 
deafened or hard of hearing to the media as ‘Oral Successes’.

Public lap it up – unconsciously they are parroting the Western 
tropes of ‘Science’ and ‘Progress’.

Yet Deaf people had worse jobs than before Oralism…



65.                      ‘Nature Returns’ –

The 1960s – Black Peoples, Hippies, 

Women, LGBTQ



66. Environment, Disabled, and Deaf



67. The Deaf Resurgence, 1975 >>

◼ Linguists confirmed sign languages were bona fide languages. A huge 
psychological boost.

◼ Conrad Report – first study of Oralism since 1880 – in 1979.

◼ Deaf school-leavers literacy : 8 ¾ yrs old.

◼ Speech mostly unintelligible to public.

◼ Can lipread no better than hearing person with no practice.

◼ Sign language classes for hearing people – millions have taken them 
worldwide.

◼ Interpreters trained, Deaf Studies in universities

◼ Sign and Deaf educators started to return to Deaf schools.

◼ Campaigns for governments, UN to formally recognise SLs



68. Growth of the 

World Federation of the Deaf, 1951>>

( 133 countries)



69.  Artistic Resurgence

◼ Deaf people become aware of their histories once more.

◼ The concept of Deaf culture emerges.

◼ And remember what I said about Oralism and Deaf arts ?

◼ Once sign languages returned, explosion of :

◼ Deaf TV and film

◼ Return of Deaf arts (visual arts, theatre)

◼ New Deaf arts (sign poetry, cabaret, sign song etc)



70.   Dorothy Miles

◼ The first SignPoet. 





71.     Deaf-composed SignSongs

◼ Signmark from Finland – runner up in 

country’s Eurovision entry.



72.    Rob Roy

◼ Australian performing artist





73.      John Smith

◼ British Deaf standup comedian 



74.    Queen Foreverr

◼ USA Deaf

comedienne





75.  Chinese Deaf Dance Troupe



76.       Deaf Theatre, Film and TV

◼ Deaf theatre has not only revived but achieved 

new heights all around the world. New Deaf 

writers and performers emerge.



77. Rebuilding the Wall of Silence –

New Oralism and Mainstreaming
◼ Unfortunately, once bilingualism in Deaf schools started to grow, Oralists 

devised a new strategy –

◼ To take advantage of the new idea of inclusion and twist it to fit their 
ideology.                                   {story}

◼ Deaf children were placed in mainstream schools and the BSL Deaf 
schools were starved of pupils.

◼ Media frames these schools as Deaf people ‘wanting to impose 
segregation’.

◼ Now 95% of Deaf children are ‘hidden away’ in mainstream schools.

◼ Research suggests that Deaf acquired mental ill health is double that of the 
hearing population – and affects 61% of mainstreamed Deaf.



78.   Cochlear Implants (CI)

◼ A highly controversial issue, which we do not have time to explore deeply.

◼ First emerged in 1980s and was marketed to the media as ‘a miracle cure’.

◼ The publicity it gained [Remember the ‘Oral Success’ game ?] stopped the 
bilingual movement in its tracks.

◼ In a ‘neutral’ world, a CI can be ‘framed’ as a form of hearing aid – IF you don’t 
deny Deaf children access to sign language and culture.

◼ But CIs have been specifically used by Oralism to scare parents away from contact 
with Deaf communities.

◼ CIs can turn Deaf children into hard of hearing children. But do they happily fit into 
the hearing world ? Research into such topics is very minimally funded. 

◼ And the media ensures that this wall of silence remains in place.



79.     The Deafhood Concept

So Deaf Cultural visions shrank during Oralism.

Thus we needed a new concept to help us re-develop those visions - Deafhood. 

Deafhood can be described as : 

- The sum total of all positive meanings of ‘Deaf’, past, present and future – what 

Deaf people have been, are, and can become. 

- Each person has their own definitions of what being Deaf means for them. 

All are on their own journeys.

- Trying to analyse the damage enacted on our selves, our cultures. 

And to find ways to repair ourselves and our peoples.

- Analysing how oppressive systems operate – and challenging them.



80.          ‘Deaf-Gain’

◼ Focuses on one aspect of Deafhood – the positive contributions that we, our 
sign languages, and our cultures make to the world. Just a few examples.

◼ Artistic contributions.

◼ Enhanced language and cognitive development : ‘Baby Signing’.

◼ Helps educate Downs and other hearing disabled children.

◼ If everyone learned to sign, older deafened people would not be so isolated.

◼ Can help hearing people reconnect with their bodies, and become more 
whole.



81. Genetic Engineering and 

Eugenics

◼ But now, yet another new threat.

◼ Or rather, a old threat in a new form.



82.  Look in your Mirror

◼ We don’t have time to explore the complexities of this today.

◼ But this will become a key issue and moral dilemma of the 21st century.

◼ Billions of $$$£££ are being poured into this. 

◼ Almost zero society debate.   Another Wall of Silence.

◼ Which genes to be ‘removed’ (for a ‘healthy’ life) ?  Which left alone ?

◼ Is being gay, or bipolar, or female, etc, something to be removed ?

◼ The slippery slope – could you become one of those people we saw in the 
earlier slides ?



83.  Oralism’s ‘Final Solution’ ?

◼ Genetics has intensified the worship of Science and threatens the gains made by 
(Green) Nature .

◼ Once more Sign Language Peoples are framed primarily as medical problems. 
People to be fixed – people who should not be allowed to exist.

◼ The amount of media attention focused on ‘fixing’ means our own positive 
contributions again experience a Wall of Silence.

◼ We are sleepwalking into eugenics.

◼ But one important way SLPs can demonstrate the beauty and power of our cultures 
and languages - through the arts ☺

◼ But we are in a race against time, to change hearing people’s minds, and win allies, 
just like all the other causes have done.



84. How do causes become 

fashionable ?

◼ Since 1960s, the oppression of many 
groups has been recognised.

◼ Women, ethnic minorities, LGBTQ 
people etc.

◼ Terms like ‘racism’, ‘sexism are widely 
known. ‘Audism’ ? Nope. 



85. Deaf/disabled only exist 

to be ‘helped’
◼ Left and liberals support causes all over the world.

◼ Yet Deaf and disabled are not seen as political, but as people to be helped 


◼ So none of them are interested in stopping the abuse of Deaf children.

◼ Contrast with the rapid acceptance of transgender issues in less than 5 
years.

◼ When will hearing people care enough to help dismantle this Wall Of 
Silence ?

◼ Sign languages are Green, are of Nature, encourage a holistic mode of 
being.





◼ {by Nancy Rourke}



Copies of these slides from 

paddieu@yahoo.co.uk




