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Orientalising Deafness: race and disability in imperial Britain 

 

This article explores the conflations and connections that postcolonial and disability 

ƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ĚƌĂǁŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͕͛ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝĂůŝƐŵ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĨƌŽŵ ĂŶ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů 
perspective. As Mark Sherry (2007) has discussed, such slippages are potentially 

problematic, insulting to both disabled populations and peoples of colour as well as 

obscuring the specificities experienced by both. By looking at the connections drawn 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ŽĨ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ-century imperial Britain, I hope 

to probe beyond them to examine the origins and implications of their interplay. I do so by 

focussing on ideas about deafness, an impairment radically reconfigured in the colonial 

period, and inflected with concerns about degeneration, belonging, heredity and 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͘ DŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͕ I ĂƌŐƵĞ͕ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ŽƉĞƌĂƚĞĚ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ͚ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ŽĨ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͛ 
ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ĂƐ Ă ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝƐŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƐƵďũƵŐĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ EŵƉŝre, but 

ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ŝƚ͘ TŚĞ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ disabled ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŝŶ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ďǇ 
the British were not simply simultaneous processes or even analogous ones, but were part 

and parcel of the same cultural and discursive system. The colonising context of the 

nineteenth century, a period when British political, economic and cultural expansion over 

areas of South Asia, Australasia, and Africa increased markedly, structured the way in 

which all forms of difference were recognised and expressed including the difference of 

deafness. So too did the shifts in the raced and gendered thinking that accompanied it, as 

ŶĞǁ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ƚŽ ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ͕ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛Ɛ ŐůŽďĂů 
position and new languages were developed through which to articulate otherness. Such 

developments reconfigured the meaning of disability. Disability was, in effect, 

͚ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂůŝƐĞĚ͛͘ ͚‘ĂĐĞ͛ I ĂƌŐƵĞ ǁĂƐ ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ ŝŶ ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ ǁŚĂƚ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ĂƐ 
͚ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ǀŝĐĞ ǀĞƌƐĂ͖ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ fantasies of difference. 
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TŚĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶƚŝĂů AŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ ŶŽǀĞůŝƐƚ EĚǁĂƌĚ BĞůůĂŵǇ͛Ɛ ƐŚŽƌƚ ƐƚŽƌǇ ͚TŽ WŚŽŵ ŝƚ MĂǇ CŽŵĞ͛ ;ϭϴϵϴͿ ƚĞůůƐ 
the tale of the sole survivor of a ship-wreck washed up on the shores of a remote island in the Indian 

OĐĞĂŶ͘ TŚĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ ĂǁĂŬĞƐ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶŚĂďŝƚĂŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛ ǁŚŽ ŚĞ 
ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞƐ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ͚ǁŚŝƚĞ ĂŶĚ ŚĂŶĚƐŽŵĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕ ĞǀŝĚĞŶƚůǇ ŽĨ Ă ŚŝŐŚ ŽƌĚĞƌ ŽĨ ĐŝǀŝůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ďƵƚ ŶŽƚ 
possesƐŝŶŐ ĂŶǇ ͚ƚƌĂŝƚƐ ŽĨ ƌĂĐĞ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ ;ϯϵϬͿ͘ TŚĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐĞƐ 
to them in English, French, German, Italian, Spanish, Dutch and Portuguese, were met with looks of 

pity, but no verbal affirmation of comprehension. Before long the disturbing silence between the 

ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ ĐĂƵƐĞĚ ͚Ă ŵŽƐƚ ĞǆƚƌĂŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ ĐŽŶũĞĐƚƵƌĞ͛ ƚŽ ŽĐĐƵƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͗ ͚ĐŽƵůĚ ŝƚ ďĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ 
ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĚƵŵď͍͛ ͚“ƵĐŚ Ă ĨƌĞĂŬ ŽĨ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĞŶƚŝƌĞ ƌĂĐĞ ƚŚƵƐ ĂĨĨůŝĐƚĞĚ ŚĂĚ ŶĞǀĞƌ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ 
ďĞĞŶ ŚĞĂƌĚ ŽĨ͕͛ ŚĞ ŵƵƐĞĚ͕ ͚ďƵƚ ǁŚŽ ĐŽƵůĚ ƐĂǇ ǁŚĂƚ ǁŽŶĚĞƌƐ ƚŚĞ ƵŶĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ǀĂƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŐƌĞĂƚ 
“ŽƵƚŚĞƌŶ OĐĞĂŶ ŵŝŐŚƚ ƚŚƵƐ ĨĂƌ ŽĨ ŚŝĚĚĞŶ ĨƌŽŵ ŚƵŵĂŶ ŬĞŶ͍͛ ;ϯϵϭͿ͘ TŚĞ ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ 
ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞĂĨ-and-ĚƵŵď ĂůƉŚĂďĞƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ďĞŐĂŶ ͚ƚŽ ƐƉĞůů ŽƵƚ ǁŝƚŚ ΀ŚŝƐ΁ ĨŝŶŐĞƌƐ͛ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚroductory 

ƌĞŵĂƌŬƐ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ƵƚƚĞƌĞĚ ƚŽ ŶŽ ĂǀĂŝů ;ϯϵϭͿ͘ TŚĞ ͚ŶĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ĨŽƵŶĚ ŚŝƐ ƌĞƐŽƌƚ ƚŽ ƐŝŐŶ-language 



ŚŝůĂƌŝŽƵƐ͘ ͚Iƚ ǁĂƐ ĂƐ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ǀĞƌǇ ƐŽƌƌǇ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĂĚǇ ƚŽ ƉƵƚ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ǁŚŽůůǇ Ăƚ ŵǇ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ͕ 
if I would only refrain from reducing them tŽ Ă ƐƚĂƚĞ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ďǇ ďĞŝŶŐ ƐŽ ĞǆƋƵŝƐŝƚĞůǇ ĂďƐƵƌĚ͛ 
;ϯϵϭͿ͘ FŽƌƚƵŶĂƚĞůǇ͕ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĞƌ ĂƌƌŝǀĞĚ ĂŶĚ ďĞŐŐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ ĞǆĐƵƐĞ ŚŝƐ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇŵĞŶ ĨŽƌ ͚ƚŚĞ 
ǁŚŽůůǇ ŝŶǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĐŽŶƚƌŽůůĂďůĞ ŵŝƌƚŚ͛ ƉƌŽǀŽŬĞĚ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞŵ 
explainŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞǇ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ǇŽƵ ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚůǇ ǁĞůů͕ ďƵƚ ĐŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ ǇŽƵ͛ ;ϯϵϮ-3). The 

protagonist was horrified that his conjecture may thus be confirmed: the whole group had been 

͚ĂĨĨůŝĐƚĞĚ͛ ďǇ ͚ĚƵŵďŶĞƐƐ͛͘  HŝƐ ƉŝƚǇŝŶŐ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ǁĂƐ ƐŽon, however, corrected 

;ϯϵϯͿ͘ TŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶ ĨĂĐƚ Ă ƌĂĐĞ ŽĨ ͚ŵŝŶĚ-ƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ͕͛ ĚĞƐĐĞŶĚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ŵĂŐŝĐŝĂŶƐ ĞǆƉĞůůĞĚ 
from Persia 2000 years before, who had themselves been ship-wrecked on their way to Ceylon. They 

ŚĂĚ ĞŵďĂƌŬĞĚ ŽŶ Ă ͚ƌŝŐŝĚ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ŽĨ ƐƚŝƌƉŝĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͛ ;ƐĞůĞĐƚŝǀĞ-ďƌĞĞĚŝŶŐͿ ĂŶĚ ͚ǁŝƚŚŝŶ Ă ĨĞǁ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ 
ƚŚĞƌĞ ŚĂĚ ĞǀŽůǀĞĚ ͚Ă ŶĞǁ ĂŶĚ ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞĚ ŽƌĚĞƌ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ͛ ;ϯϵϱͿ͘ AƐ ŵŝŶĚ-reading became the 

͚ŶĂƚƵƌĂů͛ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ƐŽ ƐƉŽŬĞŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŚĂĚ ĨĂůůĞŶ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƵƐĞ͘  OŶůǇ Ă ƐŝŶŐůĞ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĞƌ 
reƚĂŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĚƵďŝŽƵƐ ͚ƉŽǁĞƌ͛ ŽĨ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƉŝƚŝĂďůĞ ĂďŽƌƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ǀŽŝĐĞ͛ 
ǁŚŝĐŚ͕ ͚ŚĂǀŝŶŐ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ĚĞĨĞĐƚƐ ŝŶ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ ǁŚŽ ǁĂƐ ŽŶůǇ ũƵƐƚ ďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚĂůŬ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ 
ŶŽƚ ĞǀĞŶ Ă ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ ŝŶ ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚ ŽĨ ƚŽŶĞ͕ ďĞŝŶŐ ŝŶ ĨĂĐƚ Ă ŵere alteration of squeaks and whispers 

ŝŶĂƵĚŝďůĞ Ă ƌŽĚ ĂǁĂǇ͛ ;ϯϵϮͿ͘ 

IŶ ͚TŽ WŚŽŵ ŝƚ MĂǇ CŽŵĞ͕͛ BĞůůĂŵǇ ƐƚƌŝŬŝŶŐůǇ ĞǀŽŬĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĞŶƚĂŶŐůĞĚ ĨĞĂƌƐ ĂŶĚ ĨĂŶƚĂƐŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƌĂĐĞ ĂŶĚ 
disability in late nineteenth-century thinking across the Anglo-American world. Degeneration, 

evolution, disability and colonialism play off each other in the anxieties of difference expressed in 

the encounter. Otherness is racialised; whiteness is disrupted by the presence of apparent disability; 

ƚŚĞ ͚ĚƵŵďŶĞƐƐ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ŝƐ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ both of piteous incapacity, and yet is queered, 

ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚůǇ ƉƌŽǀŝŶŐ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ Ă ŵŽƌĞ ͚ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞĚ͛ ƐƚĂŐĞ ŽĨ Ă ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ͛Ɛ ;ĂŶĚ ďǇ 
ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂĚĞƌ͛ƐͿ ŽǁŶ͖ ĂŶĚ ǇĞƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨĂŶƚŝůŝƐĞĚ ǀŽŝĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŽƌ ƐŵĂĐŬƐ ŽĨ 
͚ĚĞŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘ Throughout, the human condition appears disconcertingly malleable and concepts of 

͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĂƌĞ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ƚŽ ĚŝƐĞŶƚĂŶŐůĞ͘ 

Postcolonial and disability theorists from many disciplinary perspectives have identified intersections 

between racism, colonialism and disability. Some have highlighted causal links from the production 

of impairment through the economic and physical violence of colonialism to the disabling 

postcolonial legacies of warfare and poverty in the Global South (Meekosha 2011). Scholars of 

ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ͚ƐůĂǀĞƌǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂƉĂƌƚŚĞŝĚ͛ ƚŽ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů͕ 
social and economic marginalisation of disabled people in Global North (Hirsch 2000; Szasz 1977; 

Goggin & Newell 2004). Such formulations have long roots, stretching from the historical naming of 

ůĞƉĞƌ ĂƐǇůƵŵƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƐǇĐŚŝĂƚƌŝĐ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ĂƐ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ͛ ƚŽ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ͚ƚŚĞ ĐƌŝƉƉůĞ ĂƐ 
NĞŐƌŽ͛ ;KƌĞŝŐĂů ϭϵϲϵͿ͘ IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ǀĞŝŶ͕ HĂƌůĂŶ LĂŶĞ ĂŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌ DĞĂĨ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƐƚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ĚĞƉůŽǇĞĚ ƚŚĞ language 

of colonial resistance to claim members of Deaf cultures as a linguistic and cultural minority suffering 

ƚŚĞ ͚ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ƐƵďũƵŐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ĚŝƐĞŵƉŽǁĞƌĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĂůŝĞŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĞƐ͕ 
and the regulation of education on behalf of tŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝǌĞƌ͛Ɛ ŐŽĂůƐ͛ ;LĂŶĞ ϭϵϵϯͿ͘ FƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞ 
ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŚĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ďĞĞŶ ƵƐĞĚ ďǇ ƉŽƐƚĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ĐƌŝƚŝĐƐ ƚŽ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ ͚ĚŝƐĂďůŝŶŐ 
ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝǌĞĚ͛ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĞǆƉůŽŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ 
͚ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚŝƐĂďůĞŵĞŶƚ͛ ;QƵĂǇƐŽŶ ϮϬϬϮ͖ CŚŽŝ ϮϬϬϭͿ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝƐƚ MĂƌŬ “ŚĞƌƌǇ ;ϮϬϬϳͿ 
argues, metaphorical transfers between disability, race, and postcolonialism, are potentially 

problematic. Straightforward conflation is offensive and conceptually confusing, blurring very 

different experiences and marginalising the distinctive cultural constructions and patterns of 

stigmatisation specific to each. The marginalisation of and discrimination against people with 
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disabilities in Britain was quite a different process from overseas territorial colonialism, which also 

involved mass physical violence, expropriation of land, and economic exploitation (Meekosha 2011). 

Nonetheless, the enduring and evocative connections between disability, race and colonialism 

suggest that understanding them historically, if only to pick them apart, is important.  

This article explores these conflations and connections in nineteenth-century Britain, a time and 

ƐƉĂĐĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ BĞŶũĂŵŝŶ DŝƐƌĂĞůŝ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ͚Ăůů ŝƐ ƌĂĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ƌƵled a global empire. By examining the 

ƐůŝƉƉĂŐĞƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůůǇ I ŚŽƉĞ ƚŽ ƉƌŽďĞ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ ĂŶĚ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ 
ƚŚĞŝƌ ŝŶƚĞƌƉůĂǇ͘ ͚DŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͕͛ I ĂƌŐƵĞ͕ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ŽƉĞƌĂƚĞĚ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ͚ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ŽĨ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͛ 
ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ďƵƚ ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ŝƚ͘ TŚĞ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŝŶ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů 
ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ďǇ ƚŚĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐ Žƌ ĂŶĂůŽŐŽƵƐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
same cultural and discursive system. The colonising context of the nineteenth century, a period 

when British political, economic and cultural expansion in South Asia, Australasia, and Africa 

increased markedly, structured the way in which all forms of difference were recognised and 

expressed, emphasising heredity and aligning bodily difference with political subjugation. New forms 

ŽĨ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ƚŽ ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ͕ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛Ɛ ŐůŽďĂů ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŶĞǁ 
languages were developed through which to articulate otherness. Such developments reconfigured 

the meĂŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͘ DŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ǁĂƐ͕ ŝŶ ĞĨĨĞĐƚ͕ ͚ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂůŝƐĞĚ͛͘ ͚‘ĂĐĞ͛ I ĂƌŐƵĞ ǁĂƐ ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ ŝŶ 
ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ ǁŚĂƚ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ĂƐ ͚ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ǀŝĐĞ ǀĞƌƐĂ͖ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ĨĂŶƚĂƐŝĞƐ 
of difference. 

Deafness seems to be particularly fruitful ground through which to explore these connections and 

will form the focus of my analysis.
i
 Branson and Miller (2002) have convincingly argued that deaf

ii
 

people have long been treated as an ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ƐƚĞƌĞŽƚǇƉĞĚ͕ ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚĞĚ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ĂŶĚ 
differentiateĚ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ŵĂŝŶƐƚƌĞĂŵ͛ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͘ Paddy Ladd (2003) has argued  that the social and 

ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ Ěeaf replicated ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞƚŚŶŝĐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ ĞŵƉŝƌĞ͗  ďŽƚŚ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ǁĞƌĞ 
ƐƵďũĞĐƚ ƚŽ ĞƚŚŶŽĐĞŶƚƌŝĐ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐƚŝĐ ĞŶĚĞĂǀŽƵƌƐ ƚŽ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĞ͛ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ďŽƚŚ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ ƚŚĞ 
deliberate suppression of their vernaculars, and both were disenfranchised politically. Douglas 

BĂǇŶƚŽŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ ;ϭϵϵϮ ĂŶĚ ϮϬϬϲͿ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ U“ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͕ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƌĂĐĞ͕ 
language and nationhood impacted the development of oralism (the practice of teaching deaf 

people to articulate the vernacular rather than in sign-language), as well as the exclusion of new 

migrants on the basis of impairment. And, of course, the eugenicist fantasy expressed by Bellamy in 

the opening paragraph is, not insignificantly, one of deaf-muteness. The deaf appeared to evoke 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ĂĐƵƚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ĚĞŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂƐ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ŝŶ AůĞǆĂŶĚĞƌ GƌĂŚĂŵ BĞůů͛Ɛ ǁĂƌŶŝŶŐ 
that inter-ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ͚A DĞĂĨ VĂƌŝĞƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ HƵŵĂŶ ‘ĂĐĞ͛ ;BĞůů 
1883). But these links have generally been discussed as analogous processes, not, as I argue here, 

connected.  

Discovering deafness  

As the historian of disability, Jacques-Henri Stiker (1999) has argued, disability and disabled 

ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ͚ƵŶůŝŬĞ͕͛ ǁŚĂƚ ͚ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ĞǆŝƐƚ͛ Žƌ ǁŚĂƚ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚĞĚ͘ 
The social malleability of disability, allows it to be imbued with whatever any given society considers 

particularly frightening, disturbing or disruptivĞ ƚŽ ĂŶ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĚ ͚ŶŽƌŵ͛ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ĞǀĞƌ-

ƐŚŝĨƚŝŶŐ ĨĂŶƚĂƐŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĞǆƚƌĂŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ͕͛ ͚ŵŽŶƐƚƌŽƵƐ͕͛ ͚ůĞĂŬǇ͛ Žƌ ͚ŝŶĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ͛ ďŽĚǇ ;TŚŽŵƐŽŶ ϭϵϵϳ͕ 
Shildrick 2012). TŚŝƐ ŚĂƐ ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ ŝŶ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ĞŵďŽĚŝŵĞŶƚ ďĞŝŶŐ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ĂƐ ͚ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ͛ ŝŶ 



different periods and specific impairments, such as deafness, being inflected by fantasies of 

difference of ever-shifting shapes. During the eighteenth century, the racial difference of the 

colonial other became an important measure of what the literary critic Felicity Nussbaum has 

ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ůŝŵŝƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŚƵŵĂŶ͛ ;NƵƐƐďĂƵŵ ϮϬϬϯͿ͘ Racial thinking too, is highly contingent not 

ůĞĂƐƚ ŝŶ ŝƚƐ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ǁŚĂƚ “ƚƵĂƌƚ HĂůů ŚĂƐ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ďŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů͛ 
ƌĞŐŝƐƚĞƌƐ Žƌ ͚ůŽŐŝĐƐ͛ ŽĨ ƌĂĐĞ that are ͚always present, though in different combinations, and grounded 

in different contexts and in relation to different subject populations͛ (Hall 2000, 224). In the 

nineteenth century, perceived racial difference was used to justify the transatlantic slave trade, the 

expropriation of indigenous land across Australasia, South Africa and the Americas, and violence of 

genocidal proportion in Tasmania. The colonial other became a subject of ethnographic examination, 

pseudo-scientific investigation, literary curiosity, political subjugation, economic exploitation, 

Christianising mission and philanthropic crusade.  Imperialism infiltrated British culture in complex 

and manifold ways from high politics, to education, to literature and brought with it increased 

sensitivity to questions of race, nationhood and belonging (Hall & Rose 2006). As Naussbaum argues, 

thĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƌĂĐĞ͕ ͚ĂŶŽŵĂůǇ͛ and gender were intricately enmeshed (Nussbaum 2003). In a 

context when issues of race and empire gained increasing levels of cultural dominance, attitudes 

towards disability (including deafness) absorbed some of the associations of colonial difference.  

One way in which this can be seen is in the increased identification of deaf people both as a cultural 

ŐƌŽƵƉ ;͚ĚĞĂĨ ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶƐ͛Ϳ ĂŶĚ ĂƐ Ă ďŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ;͚Ă ĚĞĂĨ ƌĂĐĞ͛Ϳ͕ ŵĂƌŬĞƌƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞůĚ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů 
ƌĞƐŽŶĂŶĐĞƐ͘ TŚĞ ĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŽĨ ͚ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇ͛ ĂůƐŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ 
͚ƉƌŽďůĞŵ͛ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ǁĂƐ ƌĞĐŽŶĨŝŐƵƌĞĚ ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ ͚ĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ of empire overseas. 

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw many shifts in the way in which both deaf people in 

Britain and the colonial other overseas were conceptualised. The increased confidence of doctors to 

identify and cure various conditions led to the medicalisation of deafness (Carpenter 2009). The 

period saw a growing identification drawn between deaf people and charity, when following the 

1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, deaf people increasingly became objectified as members of the 

͚ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ƉŽŽƌ͛ ;AƚŚĞƌƚŽŶ ϮϬϭϭ͕ ϮϱͿ͘ Aƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ƌĂƉŝĚ ĞǆƉĂŶƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ EŵƉŝƌĞ͖ 
debates over the abolition of slavery; the development of pseudo-scientific racism; the increased 

circulation of imperial and missionary travel writing; and later in the cĞŶƚƵƌǇ ƚŚĞ ͚ŚĂƌĚĞŶŝŶŐ͛ ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ŽĨ 
indigenous rebellions on attitudes towards the others of empire propelled images of the colonial 

other into the British public sphere. A colonial context in which difference was inscribed on the body 

ŵĂĚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ďŽĚŝĞƐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂů ƌĂĐĞ ǇĞƚ ŵŽƌĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐͿ͘ TŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐĂǀĂŐĞ ŽĨ AǀĞǇƌŽŶ͕͛ Ă ͚ǁŝůĚ͛ ďŽǇ͕ ĂƉŚĂƐŝĐ ĂŶĚ ƉŽƐƐŝďůǇ ĚĞĂĨ͕ ǁŚŽ ůŝǀĞĚ ͚ŶĂŬĞĚ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 
woods until he was eventually captured, examined and displayed raised fears ĂďŽƵƚ ͚ƉƌŝŵŝƚŝǀĞ͛ 
EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶƐ Ăƚ Ă ƚŝŵĞ ǁŚĞŶ ͚ƐĂǀĂŐĞƌǇ͛ ǁĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ůŽĐĂƚĞĚ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ;“ŝŵƉƐŽŶ ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ 

‘ĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ǁĂƐ Ă ŬĞǇ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ͘ TŚĞ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶŝƐŵ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉƌĞŽĐĐƵƉŝĞĚ 
missionaries, humanitarians and their networks of supporters in Britain who worried over the 

͚ŐŽĚůĞƐƐ͛ ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ IŶĚŝĂŶƐ ĂŶĚ AĨƌŝĐĂŶƐ ƚŚĞǇ ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĞĚ ĂŶĚ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ 
(Cleall 2013). They raised money, trained missionaries, built schools and Churches, and translated 

the Bible into local languages to introduce the Word of God to those who, it was feared, were 

otherwise consigned to hell.  Similarly the fear that deaf Britons ǁĞƌĞ ͚ƉĂŐĂŶƐ͛ Ăƚ ǁŽƌƐƚ ĂŶĚ 
͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶƐ͛ Ăƚ ďĞƐƚ͕ ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƌŝƐĞ ŽĨ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ ƚŽ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ at home. The deaf child is ͚ƚŚƌŽǁŶ 
at once to an almost immeasurable distance from Ăůů ŽƚŚĞƌ ŵĞŶ͕͛ CŚĂƌůĞƐ OƌƉĞŶ the Secretary to the 

Deaf and Dumb Institution at Claremont in Dublin wrote, ͚ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ ŝŵŵĞŶƐĞůǇ ƚŽ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ 



his equals, dependent entirely upon ƚŚŽƐĞ ĂďŽƵƚ Śŝŵ͕͛ ͚wholly ignorant of HIM͛ ĂŶĚ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ͚without 

the hopes and prospects and consolation of religion͛ (Orpen 1828).  Deafness not only carried the 

ĨŝŐƵƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶŝƐŵ͕͛ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď͛ ǁĞƌĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂůůǇ ĨĞĂƌĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ Ƶn-

CŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ͗ ƚŚĞ ͚DĞĂĨ͕ ǁŚŽ ŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ĂƚƚĞŶĚ CŚƵƌĐŚ͛ ǁĞƌĞ ĂŶ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĂďůĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ 
unable to hear the Word of God (SCPK 1864).  

AŶĂůŽŐǇ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ ĞŵƉŝƌĞ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ƵƐĞĨƵů ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ͚ŬŶŽǁŶ͛ 
ƚŚĞ ͚ƵŶŬŶŽǁĂďůĞ͛ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘  Iƚ ŝƐ ͚ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ Ă ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƐƵĐŚ Ă 
ƐƚĂƚĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ͕͛ ŽŶĞ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞƌ wrote of deafness:  

It was not the condition of the uneducated savage, who, if he had the use of all his senses, 

however neglected by others, might, in some degree, educate himself. It was not like a state 

of prolonged infancy: for the faculties of the child were in a continual process of 

development. It might be most fittingly termed a chaotic state of mind ʹ dark, confused, 

barren, and dreary...  (Report of the Cambrian Institution, 29-30). 

Images of colonial otherness are redolent here. The deaf person is positioned below ďŽƚŚ ͚ƚŚĞ 
ƵŶĞĚƵĐĂƚĞĚ ƐĂǀĂŐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ;EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶͿ ĐŚŝůĚ͘ TŚĞ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ĚĂƌŬ͕͛ ͚ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞĚ͕͛ 
͚ďĂƌƌĞŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚƌĞĂƌǇ͛ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ ĞǀŽŬĞ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ŝŵĂŐĞƐ ŽĨ ĞŵƉŝƌĞ͕ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚dark, benighted, fearfully 

ƐĂǀĂŐĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕͛ ƚŽ ƵƐĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚƐ ŽĨ Ă ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ͕ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ůŽĐĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ ͚AĨƌŝĐĂ͛ ĂŶĚ 
other far reaches of Empire (Sykes 1870, 255).  

Degraded people in need of Christian benevolence were common tropes in humanitarian thinking, 

influential in the early nineteenth century. During the campaigns for the abolition of the slave trade, 

the emancipation of the enslaved, the protection of Aborigine rights, and the ending of indentured 

ůĂďŽƵƌ͕ ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚĂƌŝĂŶƐ ƉŽǁĞƌĨƵůůǇ ĞǀŽŬĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƵĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ďŽĚǇ͛ ŽĨ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ͘ AƐ TŚŽŵĂƐ 
Laqueur (1989) has argued, the lacerated backs of enslaved Africans, amongst other images, 

narrated the suffering bŽĚǇ ƐŽ ĂƐ ƚŽ ͚ĞŶŐĞŶĚĞƌ ĐŽŵƉĂƐƐŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĞů ĂŵĞůŝŽƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͘ 
New 

ǁĂǇƐ ŽĨ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ͚Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ͛ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂĚĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ;ĂŶ 
͚ŝŶǀŝƐŝďůĞ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛Ϳ ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁĂƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƌĞĂĚ ŽŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ďŽĚǇ͘ OŶĞ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ŵĂŶ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨĂĐĞƐ ŽĨ 
deaf-ŵƵƚĞƐ͛ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ MĂƌŐĂƚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ĂƐǇůƵŵ ƌĞŵĂƌŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ͚ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞ 
nothing more pathetic than the anxious look of a deaf-and-dumb child, the utter lost expression of 

it, the sense of being cut off from you, of being outsŝĚĞ ǇŽƵƌ ǁŽƌůĚ͕ Ă ĐƌĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ĂŶ ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ ŽƌĚĞƌ͛ 
(Hatton 1896, 9). Deaf people were depicted as suffering beings whose bodies and minds demanded 

ƌĞƐĐƵĞ͘ Mƌ GŽƌĚŽŶ ;ϭϴϯϭͿ͕ ĂŶ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐƚ͕ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚Ă ƌƵĚĞ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ 
of gesture͛ ͚ŝůů-ĂĚĂƉƚĞĚ͛ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ĂŶĚ ŶĞŝŐŚďŽƵƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐ 
͚ŝŐŶŽƌĂŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ͕͛ ůĂĐŬŝŶŐ ͚Ăůů ƚŚĞ ŐƌĞĂƚ ƚƌƵƚŚƐ ŽĨ ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ĂŶĚ ƌĞǀĞĂůĞĚ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ͕͛ 
ŚĂƌďŽƵƌŝŶŐ Ă ͚ƉƌŽƉĞŶƐŝƚǇ ƚŽ Ğǀŝů͛ ĂŶĚ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚Ă ďƵƌĚĞŶƐŽŵĞ͕͛ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞƐŽŵĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŵŝƐĐŚŝĞǀŽƵƐ ŵĞŵďĞƌ 
ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛ ;ŝǀͿ͘ IŶ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉƵďůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞŐƌĂĚĞĚ͛ IŶĚŝĂŶƐ ĂŶĚ AĨƌŝĐĂŶƐ ŽĨ EŵƉŝƌĞ͕ 
or the slum-ĚǁĞůůĞƌƐ ŽĨ LŽŶĚŽŶ͛Ɛ EĂƐƚ EŶĚ͕ ǁĞƌĞ ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ ůĂďĞůůĞĚ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶƐ͛ ŶĞĞĚŝŶŐ rescue(The 

Sheffield & Rotherham Independent 1862, 6). Societies were established to ͚save͕͛ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ 
Christianise deaf children, particularly those from the working classes. Like the others of empire, 

deaf people were deemed incapable of helping themselves and dependent on white able-bodied 

people. As such they were subject to unprecedented attention from philanthropists, census officials, 

ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĂƌŝĞƐ͕ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĂŶĚ ŵĞĚŝĐĂů ͚ĞǆƉĞƌƚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ůĂǇ ƉƵďůŝĐ͘ 

 

   



͚DĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ DƵŵď LĂŶĚƐ͛ 

OŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ ͚ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇ͛ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁĂƐ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ TŚĞ 
ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ƐĂǁ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ ƚŽ ͚ƚƌĞĂƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞ͛ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ 
asylums and residential schools (Stiker 1999, 6). Following the opening of the Braidwood Institution, 

the first school in Britain for deaf children, in 1760, and the first public institution in 1792, similar 

institutions sprang up all over the country. These schools, institutions and asylums signified various 

kinds of segregation and have been read by some scholars ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĞĂƌůǇ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů 
ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;WŽůů ĂŶĚ LĂĚĚ ϮϬϭϭ͕ ϭϲϱͿ͘  DĞĂĨ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁĞƌĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞĚ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞůǇ ĂŶĚ 
differently from hearing children, in lessons that focussed on the mechanics of communication. 

Religious socialisation was also emphasised and many of these schools were missions, operating as 

ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŝĚĞƌ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐŝŶŐ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ͛ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ;PĞŵďĞƌƚŽŶ ϮϬϬϰͿ͘ TŚĞ WĞƐƚ EŶĚ MŝƐƐŝŽŶ ŝŶ LŽŶĚŽŶ͕ ĨŽƌ 
ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ǁŚŽƐĞ ǁŽƌŬ ĞǆƚĞŶĚĞĚ ƚŽ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂů ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ĚĞƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ growing 

JĞǁŝƐŚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ŝŶ LŽŶĚŽŶ ͕ ĂůƐŽ ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚ ĂŶ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ƚĞůůŝŶŐůǇ ŶĂŵĞĚ ͚GƵŝůĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ “ŵĂůů BƌĂǀĞ 
TŚŝŶŐƐ͕͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŽ ƚĞĂĐŚ ͚ĚĞĨŽƌŵĞĚ͛ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚͞ůĂĞƚƵƐ ƐŽƌƚĞ ŵĞĂ͟ ;ŚĂƉƉǇ ŝŶ ŵǇ ůŽƚͿ͛ ;West 

London Mission 1901). 

TŚĞ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ ĞŵƉŝƌĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ǁĞƌĞ part of the same project and seen 

through the same lens. The schools, asylums and other institutions for the deaf were founded on the 

ƐĂŵĞ ůŝŶĞƐ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐŝŶŐ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ͛ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂŝŵĞĚ͕ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŽ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶ͛ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŽ 
Christianity, but to overhaul their domestic arrangements; regulate their sexuality; dress them 

͚ĚĞĐĞŶƚůǇ͖͛ ƚĞĂĐŚ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ͕ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŽĨƚĞŶ EŶŐůŝƐŚ͖ ͚ŵŽƌĂůůǇ͛ ƌĞĨŽƌŵ ƚŚĞŵ͖ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ĚŝƐůŽĐĂƚĞ ƚŚĞŵ 
from indigenous cultures, beliefs and practices (Cleall, 2012). Deaf missions back in Britain similarly 

aimed not simply to educate deaf children but to moralise and normalise them. Deaf people needed 

ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ƌĞƐĐƵĞĚ͛ ĨƌŽŵ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůůǇ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĂůůǇ Ŷeglected. Deaf girls needed to 

ďĞ ƚĂƵŐŚƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƐĞǆ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ŽĨ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ǁĂƐ ƐŝŶĨƵů ĂŶĚ ƚŚƵƐ ƐĂǀĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉĞĐƵůŝĂƌ ĚĂŶŐĞƌƐ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ 
ĨĞŵĂůĞ ŵƵƚĞƐ ĂƌĞ ĞǆƉŽƐĞĚ ǁŚĞŶ ƵŶŐƵĂƌĚĞĚ ďǇ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ͛ ;OƌƉĞŶ ϭϴϯϲ͕ ϯϭϯ-9). 

Metaphorical overlaps consolidated cŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ͖ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶƐ͛ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ 
͚ĚĞĂĨ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ WŽƌĚ͛ ĂŶĚ JĞǁŝƐŚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂĐĐƵƐĞĚ ŽĨ ͚ƉůĂǇŝŶŐ ĚĞĂĨ͛ ǁŚĞŶ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞĚ ďǇ CŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ 
missionaries in London (Cleall 2012 and Ross 2011). Material overlaps of funding and support were 

personal and institutional.  William Wilberforce, Zachary Macaulay, Thomas Buxton, Thomas 

Clarkson, and the Gurney family, names foremost connected with anti-slavery, also supported 

institutions for deaf children in Britain (List 1831). The Society for the Propagation of Christian 

Knowledge wrote stories about the deaf in Britain and hearing children overseas (SPCK 1847).  

IŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ĐŽƵůĚ ĂůƐŽ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝǀĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů͛ others. When 

Samuel Johnston (quoted in Rée 1999, 140) visited the aforementioned Braidwood Institution he 

ǁĂƐ ŵƵĐŚ ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚LONG ǁŽƌĚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ their understanding of 

ĂƌŝƚŚŵĞƚŝĐ͘ ͚Iƚ ǁĂƐ ƉůĞĂƐŝŶŐ͕͛ ŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ͕ ͚ƚŽ ƐĞĞ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ĚĞƐƉĞƌĂƚĞ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶ ĐĂůĂŵŝƚŝĞƐ ĐĂƉĂďůĞ 
of so muĐŚ ŚĞůƉ͛͘ TŚĞ ƉƌŽƐƉĞĐƚ ŐĂǀĞ Śŝŵ ŚŽƉĞ ͚ĂĨƚĞƌ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ƐĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ƚĂƵŐŚƚ ĂƌŝƚŚŵĞƚŝĐ͕͛ ŚĞ 

mused͕ ͚ǁŚŽ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĂĨƌĂŝĚ ƚŽ ĐƵůƚŝǀĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ Hebridies͍͛ JŽŚŶƐƚŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ Gaelic-

speaking Highlanders, associated throughout his tour to the Western Isles with uncivilised savagery, 

ƉŽŝŶƚƐ ƚŽ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ͛ ďŽĚǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ 
ĞƚŚŶŝĐĂůůǇ ͚ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͛͘ 



EůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶ͛ ĚĞĂĨ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶ͛ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƌŝǀĂů 
causes. Writing of the Cambrian Institution in 1848, a contributor to The Welshman, having extolled 

ƚŚĞ ǀŝƌƚƵĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ďĞŶĞǀŽůĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ƚƌƵůǇ CŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŵĞŶƚ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ Ă ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ǁŚĞƌĞ 
ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ ǁĞƌĞ ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ǀŽĐĂů ĨƵŶĚƌĂŝƐĞƌƐ͕ ƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ƋƵŝƚĞ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ ŽĨ 
real destitution and practical heathenism in Wales to absorb every penny of surplus money... 

without being called upon to send over the seas from Wales, (as is annually the case) hundreds and 

ƚŚŽƵƐĂŶĚƐ ŽĨ ƉŽƵŶĚƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CĂƌŝďďĞĂŶ͕ NĞǁ )ĞĂůĂŶĚĞƌƐ͕ ΘĐ͛ ;ƋƵŽƚĞĚ ŝŶ Report of 

the Cambrian Institution ϭϴϰϴ͕ ϮϱͿ͘ TŽ ƐƵƉƉůǇ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĂů ǁĂŶƚƐ ŽĨ ĚŝƐƚĂŶt and uncivilised 

ƚƌŝďĞƐ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ͕ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŽŶůǇ ďĞ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŽĨ WĂůĞƐ ŚĂĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ͚ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ 
education of those who are surrounded with a double wall of ignorance ʹ THE DEAF AND DUMB OF 

THE P‘INCIAPLITY͛ ;ϮϱͿ͘ “ƵĐŚ Ă ĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ ďŽƚŚ drew attention to the differences between the two 

ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ĂŶĚ ŚĞůĚ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƚŝǀĞ ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ͘ TŚĞ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŽĨ ͚ĚĞŐƌĂĚĞĚ 
ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶŝƐŵ͛ ǁĂƐ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ĂŶĚ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ďŽƚŚ ĐŽůŽŶǇ ĂŶĚ ŵĞƚƌŽƉŽůĞ͘ 
Such comparisons were not exclusive to the deaf. As Susan Thorne (1999) has demonstrated the 

plight of the working-class ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ͛ ǁĂƐ ŝŶ ĐŽŶƐƚĂŶƚ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ͛ 
for attention, prayers and money. NĂŵŝŶŐ Ă ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ŐƌŽƵƉ Ă ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů͛ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĐĂƌƌŝĞd more and more 

ǁĞŝŐŚƚ ĂƐ ƌĂĐĞ ͚ŚĂƌĚĞŶĞĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽŶƐŽůŝĚĂƚĞĚ͛ ŝŶ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͘  

Physically grouping deaf people together changed the experience and representation of deafness. 

Within the newly founded schools, churches, and institutions, deaf people developed distinct social 

identities (Pemberton 2004). The use of manual sign-languages spread rapidly between children. 

Teachers of the deaf also spread sign-language and the issue of whether to use sign-languages 

;͚ŵĂŶƵĂůŝƐŵ͛Ϳ͕ Žƌ ƐƉŽŬĞŶ ĂŶĚ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ EŶŐůŝƐŚ ;͚ŽƌĂůŝƐŵ͛Ϳ ƚŽ ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ŚŝŐŚůǇ 
contentious.  

 

Language signified difference in both the racial and the deaf other and the displacement of native 

vernaculars is a staple of cultural imperialism. In his famous Minute of 1834 Thomas Babington 

MĂĐĂƵůĂǇ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŶĂƚŝǀĞ͛ IŶĚŝĂŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ ͚ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶ΀ĞĚ΁ ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ ŶŽƌ ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐ 
ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ƐŽ ƉŽŽƌ ĂŶĚ ƌƵĚĞ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶĐĂƉĂďůĞ ŽĨ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ scientific thought 

;MĂĐĂƵůĂǇ ϭϴϯϱͿ͘ MĂĐĂƵůĂǇ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ IŶĚŝĂŶ ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞment could only be effected through 

the English language was echoed throughout the nineteenth century in claims that English was 

essential to the progress of deaf children ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŝŐŶŝŶŐ ǁĂƐ ͚ĂŶŝŵĂůŝƐƚŝĐ͕͛ ƵŶĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐ 
ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ͕ ĂŶĚ Ă ͚ƉƌŝŵŝƚŝǀĞ͛ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ IŶ ϭϴϴϬ Ă ĐŽŶŐƌĞƐƐ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ 
educationalists from across Europe and America (all of whom were hearing), produced the infamous 

Treaty of Milan declaring that sign-language restricted deaf children and should be replaced by oral 

training (Branson and Miller 2002). Today, the Milan Treaty is remembered by Deaf activists as an 

ĂŐŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ ĂĐƚ ŽĨ ͚ŽƌĂůŝƐƚ ĐŽůŽŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘ TŚĞ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ĂůƐŽ ƐĂǁ ƚŚĞ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ 
Welsh, Scots and Gaelic within the British Isles.  

 

Sign language and the physical separation between deaf and hearing, evoked in visitors to deaf 

asylums and schools the sense that they were entering another world. Hearing visitors often 

ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ ǁĂǇƐ ƌĞŵŝŶŝƐĐĞŶƚ ŽĨ BĞůůĂŵǇ͛Ɛ ĞǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ the mute islanders and as 

the embodied fantasy ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐ Ă ƌĂĐĞ ĂƉĂƌƚ͘ JŽƐĞƉŚ HĂƚƚŽŶ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŽŶ ŚŝƐ ͚ĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
MĂƌŐĂƚĞ DĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ DƵŵď AƐǇůƵŵ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ƌĞŵŝŶŝƐĐĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ Ă ƐŽũŽƵƌŶĞƌ ŝŶ DĞĂĨ-and-DƵŵď LĂŶĚ͕͛ Ă 
ƉůĂĐĞ ŚĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ͚A ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞ͕ ƐĂĚ͕ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛ ;HĂƚƚŽŶ ϭϴϵϲ͕ ϲͿ͘ TŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ǁĞƌĞ ƐĂĨĞůǇ 



ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ ͚ŝŶ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĂůůƵƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ƐĞĞŵĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞůŝĞǀĞ HĂƚƚŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌ 
ŝŶƚĞƌůŽƉĞƌƐ ŝŶƚŽ ͚ĚĞĂĨ-and-ĚƵŵď ůĂŶĚƐ͕͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƚĂŐŝŽŶ͘ HĂƚƚŽŶ͛Ɛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚Deaf-

and-DƵŵď LĂŶĚ͛  ĞǀŽŬĞƐ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂů ƚƌĂǀĞů ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ŶŽŶ-European 

ƉůĂĐĞƐ ĂƐ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ ŽĨ ĂĚǀĞŶƚƵƌĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌĞĚ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽŶƋƵĞƌĞĚ͛ ďǇ ŝŶƚƌĞƉŝĚ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶƐ͕ ĂŶĚ 
ŝŶĚŝŐĞŶŽƵƐ ƉĞŽƉůĞƐ ĂƐ ĞǆŽƚŝĐ ĐƵƌŝŽƐŝƚŝĞƐ͘ ͚DĞĂĨ-and-Dumb Land is a ŶĞǁ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ƚŽ ŵĞ͕͛ ŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ͕ 
͚FŽƌ Ă ƚŝŵĞ ŝƚ ĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚ ŵĞ ĂƐ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚĂǀĞ ĚŽŶĞ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇ ŽĨ Ă ŶĞǁ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͘͘͘͘ I ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ ƐŽŵĞ 
ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ Ă ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌĞƌ͛ ;HĂƚƚŽŶ ϭϴϵϲ͕ ϰϭͿ͘TŚŝƐ ŝŵĂŐĞƌǇ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ĂďŽƵƚ ŐĞŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐĂů 
distance but also about otherness, a link that was increasingly mapped onto imperial frameworks in 

this period. In medical and colonial discourses the empire was often associated with disease: the 

͚ŚŽƚ͛ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ ƚŚĂƚ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶƐ ĐŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ƐƵƌǀive; Africa 

ǁĂƐ Ă ͚ƐŝĐŬ ĐŽŶƚŝŶĞŶƚ͛ ďŽƚŚ ĞƉŝĚĞŵŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĂůůǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ĞŵƉŝƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĚ 
as crying out for western biomedicine (Vaughan 1891; Anderson 2002). In doing so, the empire 

offered a means through which to imaginarily exile the ills from the metropole out to the colonies. It 

was as though sickness and disability were themselves being conceptually exported to the colonies, 

ĂƐ ĐůŝŵĂƚŝĐ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĞĂƐĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ AĨƌŝĐĂ ĂŶĚ IŶĚŝĂ ĂƐ ͚ƉůĂĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƐŝĐŬŶĞƐƐ͛ 
and BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ĂƐ Ă ƉůĂĐĞ ŽĨ ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞ ͚ŚĞĂůƚŚ͛͘ AƐǇůƵŵƐ͕ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĂů ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ŚĞůƉĞĚ ƚŽ 
relieve the disruption posed to these neat separations in the metropole. 

The comparison could also operate in reverse. When Harriet Martineau, herself hard of hearing but 

writing in this context as an imperial traveller in the Middle East, recorded visiting Egyptian harems 

ƐŚĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ůĞĂǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ͚ŚĞĂǀŝŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ŚĞĂƌƚ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ I ŚĂǀĞ ĞǀĞƌ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ĨƌŽŵ DĞĂĨ 
and Dumb Schools, Lunatic Asylums or even PƌŝƐŽŶƐ͛ ;MĂƌƚŝŶĞĂƵ ϭϴϰϴ͕ ϮϱϵͿ͘ LŝŬĞ ŵĂŶǇ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ 
ƚƌĂǀĞů ǁƌŝƚĞƌƐ͕ MĂƌƚŝŶĞĂƵ ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ĂƉƉĂůůĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂƚƌŽĐŝŽƵƐ͛ ŚĂƌĞŵƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ŝŐŶŽƌĂŶƚ͕͛ 
͚ǁƌĞƚĐŚĞĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŐƌŽƐƐ͛ ŝŶŚĂďŝƚĂŶƚƐ͘ BǇ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŚĂƌĞŵƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŝƐ ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌ͕ MĂƌƚŝŶĞĂƵ ĨƌĂŵĞƐ 
cultural difference through the imagery of disability͘ HĞƌ ůĂƚĞƌ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ 
ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ďǇ ƐŝŐŶƐ͛ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ ĞǀŽŬĞd the deaf institutions that she, like Hatton, had visited as a 

quasi-colonial curiosity (Martineau 259-70). The origins and consequences of depictions of 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ŽĨ ŚĂƌĞŵƐ ĂƌĞ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͕ ŶŽƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞƌƐ͛ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ 
erect the former and dismantle the latter. But some of the power dynamics of the hearing or 

ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ͚ŐĂǌĞ͛ ĂƌĞ ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ŶŽŶĞƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌŝĐĂů ƐůŝƉƉĂŐĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌŝĞƐ͛ 
ĂŶĚ ͚ĚĞĂĨ-and-ĚƵŵď ůĂŶĚƐ͕͛ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ ŚŽǁ ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ďŽĚŝůǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ occupied the same 

imaginative space.  

Whilst deaf institutions primarily operated to exclude and seclude the deaf, this was accompanied 

ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƐĞůĞĐƚŝǀĞ ͚ĞǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͘ AƐ ‘ŽƐĞŵĂƌŝĞ GĂƌůĂŶĚ TŚŽŵƐŽŶ ŚĂƐ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ 
ĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ͕ ͚ĨƌĞĂŬ ƐŚŽǁƐ͛ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ ĨŽĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ͕ ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚŝƐĐŚĂƌŐŝŶŐ͛ 
anxieties about the differences of both race and ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƉĞĐƚĂĐůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚƌĂŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ 
ďŽĚǇ͛ ;TŚŽŵƐŽŶ ϭϵϵϳ͕ ϱϱ-80). So too was the invisible difference of deafness rendered visual for this 

kind of display. Whilst signing always provoked fascination, as oralism gained precedence over 

manualism (either in the form of signed languages or the manual translation of spoken languages), it 

ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ ĚĞĂĨ͛ ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ ŵŽƐƚ ƌĞŵĂƌŬĂďůĞ͘ AŶ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞƌ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ 
by the pupils at the Glasgow Institution in the 1870s recalled the ͚ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂƐƚŽŶŝƐŚŝŶŐ͛ 
ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ůŝƉ-ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ͛ ĂƐ ƐĞǀĞƌĂů ͚ĚĞĂĨ ŵƵƚĞƐ͛ ƌĞĂĚ ĂůŽƵĚ ƉŽƌƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
BŝďůĞ͘  ͚IŶ ƐŽŵĞ ĐĂƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƐŽƵŶĚƐ ĞŵŝƚƚĞĚ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽƚ ĞĂƐŝůǇ ĚŝƐƚŝŶŐƵŝƐŚĂďůĞ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞƌ ƌĞĐŽƌĚĞĚ͕ 
͚ďƵƚ Ă ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƵƉŝůs pronounced the words as distinctly as if they had all their lifetime been 

ŐŝĨƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉŽǁĞƌ ŽĨ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ͘ OŶĞ ůŝƚƚůĞ ĨĞůůŽǁ ƌĞĐŝƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ LŽƌĚ͛Ɛ PƌĂǇĞƌ ŝŶ Ă ǀĞƌǇ ĐůĞĂƌ ĂŶĚ 



ĐƌĞĚŝƚĂďůĞ ŵĂŶŶĞƌ͛ ;Fifty-Seventh Annual Report 1878, 19). These performances were about 

objectifying and visualising otherness as much as demonstrating achievement and, as such, there is 

ĂŶ ƵŶĐĂŶŶǇ ƌĞƐĞŵďůĂŶĐĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŝƐƉůĂǇ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ͛ ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĞĚ Žƌ 
CŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶŝƐĞĚ AĨƌŝĐĂŶ͛͘ AƐ ƚŚĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ ƐĐŚŽůĂƌ EŝƚĂŶ BĂƌ-Yosef notes in another context, in much 

VŝĐƚŽƌŝĂŶ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ǁĂƐ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ŽǀĞƌĐŽŵĞ͛ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŝŵƉĂŝƌŵĞŶƚ͕ ďǇ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ 
ŝƚ ͞ŝŶǀŝƐŝďůĞ͕͟ ďƵƚ͕ ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆŝĐĂůůǇ ŝƚ ŵƵƐƚ ĂůƐŽ ďĞ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ͚ƵŶůĞƐƐ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉĂŝƌŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ 
somehow kept in mind, made ǀŝƐŝďůĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĂĐĐŽŵƉůŝƐŚŵĞŶƚ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ďĞ ĨƵůůǇ ĂƉƉƌĞĐŝĂƚĞĚ͛ ;BĂƌ-Yosef 

ϮϬϬϵ͕ ϭϯϱͿ͘ FŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƐƚĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ƐĐŚŽůĂƌ ƐƵĐŚ ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆŝĐĂů ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ ĂƌĞ ƌĞŵŝŶŝƐĐĞŶƚ ŽĨ BŚĂďŚĂ͛Ɛ 
͚ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ŵŝŵŝĐƌǇ͛͗ ƚŚĞ ĚĞŵĂŶĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ĂůŵŽƐƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ͕ but not quite͛ ;BŚĂďŚĂ ϭϵϴϰ͕ ϭϮϳͿ͘ IŶ this 

way, the trend towards oralism, carried colonialist resonances, as did the element of ethnographic 

human display proliferating in Britain in this period, which as Sadiah Qureshi (2011) has recently 

ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ŶĞǁ͕ ͚ŚĂƌĚ-edgeĚ͛ ŝĚĞĂƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƌĂĐĞ͘  

A deaf race?  

TŚĞ ĐŽĚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ďŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů͛ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ĂůƐŽ ĚƌĞǁ ŽŶ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ĚƌĂǁŶ ĨƌŽŵ ƚǇƉĞƐ ŽĨ ďŽĚǇ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ 
ďǇ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͕͛ ͚ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ĞŶũŽŝŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ͘ TŚĞ ďŽĚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŵŽƐƚ ĨĂŵŽƵƐůǇ 
ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌŶĞƐƐ͛ ʹ “ĂƌĂ BĂƌƚŵĂŶ ƚŚĞ ͚HŽƚƚĞŶƚŽƚ VĞŶƵƐ͕͛ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ďŽƚŚ 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ŝĚĞĂƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŵĞĚŝĐĂů Žƌ ƉŚǇƐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ͚ĚĞĨŽƌŵŝƚǇ͛͘ TŚŽƐĞ ƉƵǌǌůŝŶŐ ŽǀĞƌ 
ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ƚĞƌŵĞĚ ͚MŽŶŐŽůŝĂŶŝƐŵ͛ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ DŽǁŶ͛Ɛ ƐǇŶĚƌŽŵĞ ǁĂƐ ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů͖͛ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ 
ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵĞ ŽĨ EŶŐ ĂŶĚ CŚĂŶŐ BƵŶŬĞƌ ĐŽŶũŽŝŶĞĚ ƚǁŝŶƐ ǁĞƌĞ ůĂďĞůůĞĚ ͚“ĂĞŵĞƐĞ͖͛ ĂŶĚ VŝĐƚŽƌŝĂŶ ͚ĨƌĞĂŬ 
ƐŚŽǁƐ͛ ĞǆŚŝďŝƚĞĚ ďŽƚŚ ͚PŝŐŵŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝǀĞ ŐƌŽǁƚŚ ĂƐ ͚ŵŝĚŐĞƚƐ͛͘ EƵŐĞŶŝĐŝƐƚƐ ůĂƚĐŚĞĚ 
ŽŶƚŽ ďŽƚŚ ƌĂĐĞ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ĂƐ ƐŝŐŶƐ ŽĨ ͚ĚĞŐĞŶĞƌĂĐǇ͕͛ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů͛ ĚĞŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ 
physically disabling.  

Deaf people, particularly those conveniently grouped together in the new asylums and schools, were 

a source of investigation and interest to anthropologists, ethnographers and phrenologists, who 

ǁĞƌĞ ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ ĞŶŐĂŐĞĚ ŝŶ ŵĞĂƐƵƌŝŶŐ͕ ĞǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝƐŝŶŐ  ƚŚĞ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŝŶ 

pseudo-scientific ways. George Combe, perhaps the most prolific British phrenologist of the 

nineteenth century, and his colleague and mentor Dr Spurzheim, visited many deaf institutions to 

record the apparent peculiarities of deaf children (Capen 1881). Alexander Atkinson, a former pupil 

at the Edinburgh Deaf and Dumb Institution͕ ƌĞĐĂůůĞĚ CŽŵďĞ ǀŝƐŝƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂƐ ŚĞ ƉƵƌƐƵĞĚ ͚ŚŝƐ 
researches ŽŶ ƐŬƵůůƐ ĨƌŽŵ IŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ IŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͛͘ AƚŬŝŶƐŽŶ ǁĂƐ ĚŝƐŵŝƐƐŝǀĞ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐ 
ǁŽŶĚĞƌŝŶŐ ͚ŝĨ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ĚŝƐĂƉƉŽŝŶƚĞĚ ŝŶ ŶŽƚ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ĂŶǇ ƉĞĐƵůŝĂƌŝƚǇ ŝŶ ŽƵƌ ĐĞƌĞďƌĂů ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ 
might have anticipated from the peculiarity of our physical lŽƚ͛ ;AƚŬŝŶƐŽŶ ϭϴϲϱ͕ ϭϯϰͿ͕ ďƵƚ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ƚŽŽŬ 
ŵŽƌĞ ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐůǇ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď͛ ĞǆƚĞŶĚĞĚ ĨĂƌ 
beyond the ear. The Scottish doctor James Kerr Love (1896), aural surgeon to the Glasgow Royal 

Infirmary, was also interested in establishiŶŐ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ͚΀Ă΁part from his deafness, has the deaf-mute 

ĂŶǇ ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͍ ;ƐŝĐͿ͛ Ă ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŚĞ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ ďǇ ƌĞĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŚĞŝŐŚƚ͕ 
weight, head-circumference and chest-circumference; incidence of left-handedness; reaction to 

painful impressions; mental qualities and longevity, as well as many more categories of 

ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ĂůƐŽ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚ ŝŶ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĐŽĚŝĨǇ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ;ϭϬ-28). 

In reconfiguring understandings of the biological body, discourses of race and disability constantly 

intersected. The findings of Paul Broca, the French surgeon and anthropologist best known for his 

racial taxonomies, were also used by those writing about deafness, who read his location of the 



faculty of speech in a specific part of the brain, as evidence that deaf inter-breeding could produce 

ĂŶ ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ ;HƵďďĂƌĚ ϭϴϵϰ͕ ϳͿ͘ From a different perspective, those writing 

about cultural difference often reflected on deaf people as a point of comparison. Max Muller, the 

ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂůŝƐƚ ĂŶĚ ƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝƐƚ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƐƉĞĐƵůĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͞TŚĞ ƵŶŝŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ DĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ DƵŵď͘͘͘ ŚĂǀĞ 
ŶĞǀĞƌ ŐŝǀĞŶ ĂŶǇ ƐŝŐŶƐ ŽĨ ƌĞĂƐŽŶŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚƌƵĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ͕͟ Ă ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁĂƐ ƚĂŬĞŶ ƵƉ 
by those condemning deaf reproduction later in the nineteenth century (Muller quoted by Hubbard 

1894, 8). 

 Edward B. Tyler, the so-ĐĂůůĞĚ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ŽĨ AŶƚŚƌŽƉŽůŽŐǇ͕ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ĚĞĞƉůǇ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞĂĨ-and-

ĚƵŵď͛ ŶŽƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶƚŽ ͚ƉƌŝŵŝƚŝǀĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ͛͘ DĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ 
example of ͚ƉƌŝŵŝƚŝǀĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ͛ ďƵƚ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ƚŽ ŚŝƐ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ĂŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ŵĂŶŬŝŶĚ ŝŶ ŝƚƐ 
͚ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ƐƚĂƚĞ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƌĞƚƵƌŶĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞƉĞĂƚĞĚůǇ͘ TŚĞ ͚ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞ-ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͕͛ ŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ͕ ŐŝǀĞƐ ͚ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚ 
ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŚƵŵĂŶ ŵŝŶĚ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ŝŶ ƚƵƌŶ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƵƐĞd to understand the concept of race 

ŝƚƐĞůĨ͘ ͚As, then, the gesture-language appears not to be specifically affected by differences in the 

race or climate of those who use it, the same of their skulls and the colour of their skins, its 

evidence, so far as it goes, bears against the supposition that specific differences are traceable 

among the various races of man, at least in the more elementary processes of the mind͛ (Tyler 1878, 

ϰϳͿ͘ TǇůĞƌ͛Ɛ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͚TŚĞ IŶĚŝĂŶ ƉĂŶƚŽŵŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞ-language of the deaf-and-dumb 

ĂƌĞ ďƵƚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŽĨ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ͛ ;ϮϴͿ is similarly racialising. He places all 

ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ ŽǀĞƌ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ͚ĐůĂƐƐ͛, making disability a master-category through which to 

define them and as such displacing national or ethnic belonging. He then aligns this ͚class͛ with 

͚ƌĂĐĞƐ͛ ǁŝĚĞůǇ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ͛͘ TǇůĞƌ ǁĂƐ ĐŽŶǀŝŶĐĞĚ ŽĨ ͚the ease and certainty with which any 

savage from any country can understand and be understood in a deaf-and-dumb school͛ ƌĞƉorting 

ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ͚Ă native of Hawaii͕͛ Ă ͚Chinese, who had fallen into a state of melancholy 

from the long want of society͛ ĂŶĚ ͚some Laplanders, who were carried about to be exhibited͛ ǁĞƌĞ 
immediately revived and refreshed by being able to communicate to residents of deaf institutions 

ǁŝƚŚ ĞĂƐĞ ;ϰϳͿ͘ EůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ͕ ďŽƚŚ ƌĂĐŝĂů ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁĞƌĞ ůŽŽŬĞĚ ƚŽ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŝƐƐŝŶŐ ůŝŶŬ͛ 
between humanity and animals, particularly following the beginnings of evolutionary understandings 

of human development. 

AƐ Ă ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů͛ ŐƌŽƵƉ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ĨĞůƚ ƚŽ ŶĞĞĚ ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ŝŶ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞǇ ůŝǀĞĚ ďƵƚ 
in the numbers of their population in total.  In his work on restrictions of deaf immigrants entering 

the US, Douglas Baynton demonstrateƐ ŚŽǁ ŝĚĞĂƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂůŝĞŶ͛ ŝŶ ůĂƚĞ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ-century US 

ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͕ ĚƌĞǁ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ŝĚĞĂƐ ŽĨ ďŽƚŚ ͚ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶŶĞƐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŝŶ ĞƵŐĞŶŝƐƚŝĐ ĨĞĂƌƐ ĂďŽƵƚ 
degeneracy, that also carried racial connotations. Whilst less focussed around issues of immigration, 

similar processes were at work in Britain and its position at the heart of a global empire, ensured 

such discussions had a distinctly colonial dynamic. 

Both in Britain and the US, issues of heredity and reproduction propel these issues into the public 

sphere as deaf people were overtly constructed alongside racial others as undesirable elements in 

the racialised nation. The Royal Commission into the Condition of the Deaf Dumb and Blind was 

ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶƚŝĂů ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĚĞŵĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ͗ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌŵĂƌƌŝĂge of congenitally deaf 

ƉĞƌƐŽŶƐ͘͘͘ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ͛ ;Report of the Royal Commission, Recommendation 26). 

But their views were widely maintained. Alexander Graham Bell (1883), whose interests in deafness 

and eugenics came together over this point, argued that deaf schools and sign-language should be 

abolished as generative of the deaf communities and identifications that led to inter-deaf marriage. 



Others went further, to argue that marriage between deaf people should be legislatively forbidden 

(Baynton 1992, 231). Whilst in some ways such writings represents an inversion of fears of 

͚ŵŝƐĐĞŐĞŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ĨĞĂƌ ŽĨ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌ-ďƌĞĞĚŝŶŐ͛ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ŽĨ ƌĂĐŝĂů ͚ŵŝǆŝŶŐ͛Ϳ͕ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ 
ĚĞŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĞƵŐĞŶŝĐƐ͕ ƉƵďůŝĐ ŚĞĂůƚŚ ĂŶĚ ŚƵŵĂŶ ͚ƚǇƉĞƐ͛ ƵŶĚĞrpinned both debates: what was at 

stake was the degeneration of the imperial race.  

A reoccurring and unsettling theme in these  discussions was how difficult it was to separate two 

categories that gained their discursive power from dichotomous positioning ;ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐĂƐĞ ͚ĚĞĂĨ͛ ĂŶĚ 
͚ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ ďǇ ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ͚ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĂďůĞ-ďŽĚŝĞĚ͛Ϳ ĨƌŽŵ͕ ŝŶ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ďůĞĞĚŝŶŐ ŝŶƚŽ ŽŶĞ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ͘  
Many critical colonial scholars have argued that policing racial boundaries often proved impossible, 

with mixed-race children, master-servant relationships, and indigenous converts to Christianity, 

ĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ũƵƐƚ ƐŽŵĞ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ƚƌĂŶƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞĚ͕͛ Žƌ ͚ǁŚŝƚĞ͛ ĂŶĚ 
͚ďůĂĐŬ͛ ;“ƚŽůĞƌ ϮϬϬϮͿ͘ TŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ǁĂƐ ƚƌƵĞ ŽĨ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ͕ ŶŽƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ŝŶ ĚĞĂf children 

born to hearing parents and vice versa.  Disability could always strike within the heart of the 

͚ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂů ƌĂĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐƌƵƉƚ ŝĚĞĂƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƌĂĐŝĂů ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚǇ͘ WŚĞŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƐůŝƉƉĂŐĞƐ ĐŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ďĞ 
prevented, they were often disavowed. But in some fantasies of difference we see the fear 

ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŝŶƐƚĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ƐĞĞƉ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ͗ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ƐŽ ďĂĨĨůŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ BĞůůĂŵǇ͛Ɛ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ 
ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŝƚĞŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ ͚ŶŽƌŵĂůĐǇ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ŚĞ ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĞĚ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ůŽŽŬ ͚ďůĂĐŬ͛ 
ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ůŽŽŬ ͚ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ͛. NŽŶĞƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĐƵƌƐŝǀĞ ƉŽǁĞƌ ŽĨ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ŵĂĚĞ ŝƚ ĐƌƵĐŝĂů ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
explanation of the difference of disability whether to consolidate or to complicate it.  

Conclusion 

In this article I have argued that the colonial context and the language of race entangled with it 

profoundly influenced the ways in which the difference of disability was framed and, in many ways, 

͚ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂůŝƐĞĚ͛ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŝŶ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ-century Britain. I have suggested several different processes 

through which these confluences occurred. The religious otherness of deaf people was inflected by 

ƚŚĞ ƌŝƐĞ ŽĨ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ ǁŽƌŬ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶƐ͛ ƚŽ ďĞ ƉŝƚŝĞĚ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƚĞĚ ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ 
of a civilising project. Discourses of ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ͚ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƉůĂĐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ Ă ŶĂƚŝve 

vernacular with English language, widely discussed in the context of overseas empires, could also 

ƉůĂǇ ŽƵƚ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ͘ BŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƌĞŐŝƐƚĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƌĂĐŝĂů ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ĨƌĂŵĞĚ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ 
both abroad and at home. Disability and ethnicity were explicitly brought together in fears about the 

͚ŚĞĂůƚŚ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂů ƌĂĐĞ͛͘ BĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝĚĞĂƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƌĂĐĞ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ǁĞƌĞ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ 
century, mutually informing, the ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝƐŝŶŐ͛ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚͬDĞĂĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ and the 

colonisation of ethnŝĐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ EŵƉŝƌĞ intersected. Disability, like race and gender, was important 

ŝŶ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ͘  

The implications of these connections are important. The early histories of disability have focussed 

on disabled people in Britain who have experienced and resisted various forms of disempowerment, 

recovering the lives of deaf and disabled residents in the schools and institutions that proved so 

formative in their nineteenth-century constitution. But reframing this work in a colonial context, 

reminds us that such processes of disenfranchisement and exclusion were part of a wider shift in the 

constitution of a normative subject. It also opens some potentially uneasy questions about the ways 

in which peoples with disabilities, including deaf people, could occupy the position of an oppressor 

group as well as a group that has been repressed. The partially deaf Francis Baring, for example, 

earned huge amounts of money from the Transatlantic Slave Trade and for some years directed the 



East India Company as it sought to exploit the Indian Subcontinent. Francis Humberstone Mackenzie 

was also deaf and was involved in slavery as well as being Governor of Barbados from 1800-1806. 

Jane Groom, a Deaf Missionary, suggested an emigration scheme whereby deaf people could 

colonise a part of Ontario (presumably at the expense of the dispossessed First Nations). Deaf British 

children may well have been subjected to discrimination, prejudice and ill-treatment, but they were 

also ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĂĚŽƉƚ ƚŚĞ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĞƌ ǁŚĞŶ ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ 
articulate imperialist and racial thought. The deaf pupils funded by the Glasgow Society for the 

Education of the Deaf and Dumb, for example, demonstrated their mastery of written English with 

ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵĂŶǇ ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŝŶ IŶĚŝĂ͛ ƚŽ ǁŚŽŵ ͚ǁĞ ƐĞŶĚ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĂƌŝĞƐ ƚŽ ƚĞĂĐŚ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŚĞ 
GŽƐƉĞů͕͛ ŽĨ ͚ƚŚĞ NĂƚŝǀĞƐ ŽĨ NĞǁ )ĞĂůĂŶĚ ǁŚŽ ĂƌĞ ĐĂůůĞĚ MĂŽƌŝƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶŚĂďŝƚĂŶƚƐ͛ ŽĨ CĞǇůŽŶ 
ǁŚŽ ĐŽƵůĚ ͚ƉůƵĐŬ ĐŽĐŽĂ-ŶƵƚƐ͛ ΀ƐŝĐ΁ Ănd drink their juice (Fifty-Seventh Annual Report 1878). When 

deaf people travelled to the overseas of Empire, the complex interactions between disability and 

race were yet further contorted.  

From a postcolonial perspective, examining the disruptions posed by disability reminds us to explore 

the embodied position of the coloniser as well as the colonised. Colonial observers from 

missionaries, to educational reformers, to colonial doctors, to government officials argued that the 

͚ŶĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ;ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ confining women to harems and zenanas; foot-binding and female 

circumcision) were physically disabling. One implication of such activities was to represent the 

European as able-bodied and the indigenous population as sick, a dynamic compounded by the 

growth of colonial medicine which purported to use western science tŽ ͚ĐƵƌĞ͛ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐŝĐŬ ĐŽŶƚŝŶĞŶƚƐ͛ of 

Africa and Asia (Vaughan 1991). Disability amongst the European population and back in Britain 

complicated such constructions. Incorporating disability into postcolonial analysis reminds us that 

ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ĂďŽƵƚ Ă ͚ǁŚŝƚĞ͛ ďŽĚǇ Žƌ Ă ͚ŵĂůĞ͛ ďŽĚǇ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ŽŶĞ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ĂďůĞ-bodied. 

That embodied identities could be disrupted by disability both inter-generationally and within the 

individual life-cycle, engendering forms of fragility and bodily chaos that many were anxious to 

disavow. That disability has effectively been forgotten from much postcolonial analysis, 

demonstrates the power of this reluctance to confront bodily fragility and its continued power to 

subvert.  
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i
 Many politically Deaf groups now argue that sign-ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ƵƐĞƌƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ Ă ͚ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ͛ ďƵƚ ĂŶ ͚ĞƚŚŶŝĐ͛ Žƌ 
͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů͛ ŐƌŽƵƉ͘ HĞƌĞ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ I ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͕ 
the labelling of deafness as ͚ŝŶĨŝƌŵŝƚǇ͛ ǁĂƐ ĂŶ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ŝƚƐ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ͘ 
ii
 Deaf activists have used ͚DĞĂĨ͛ ƚŽ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ͚ĚĞĂĨ͛ adjectively, a distinction which usefully 

ŝůůƵŵŝŶĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ŐĂƉ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ŝŵƉĂŝƌŵĞŶƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͘ I have not, however, used it in this paper as the 

grammatical distinction did not exist in the nineteenth century and applying them retrospectively requires a 

problematic assumption of identity, particularly as in this period many people identified with both or neither 

of the categories with which they may now be associated. 


