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Introduction

Deaf and hearing people share a common past. How could it be 
otherwise? Most deaf people are born into hearing families. Their lives and 
histories are radically intertwined. Nevertheless, Deaf culture is not familiar 
territory for most hearing people. In fact, deafness is still largely understood 
by hearing people as a medical condition in need of a cure. For hearing peo-
ple, the term “deaf ” speaks of the body and its failings; it does not invoke a 
vibrant, subaltern culture with a language, community, and history of its own. 
It means deaf and not Deaf, or Deafhood, as it does for so many Deaf people.
 This tremendous gap in perception, this imaginative audiological divide, 
shapes our present as Deaf and hearing people, much as it did our past. 
Arguably, today, the gap between Deaf and hearing people is wider than ever. 
It is a distance that can be traced to our shared history as deaf and hearing 
people. Scholars of various disciplines have begun to trace that shared his-
tory more closely, in an increasing number of books in recent years. Most 
works explore the history of the American Deaf community from its origins 
in the nineteenth century into the early years of the twentieth century. This 
study relies heavily on the work of those scholars and, indeed, could not have 
been written in their absence.1

 The outlines of this history are well established. The Deaf experience of 
the nineteenth century is the story of two interrelated and interdependent 
narratives. First, it is the story of the emergence of a Deaf community, cre-
ated when deaf people were brought into contact with one another in large 
numbers for the first time in the nation’s history, when residential schools for 
the deaf were founded. Those schools followed the manual method; that is, 
they employed sign language in the classroom to teach their students. Physi-
cally deaf people, learning a signed language together in school, transformed 
their common experience of physical deafness into, first, a marker of their 
membership in a larger community, a deaf community, and then into Deaf-
ness, as a recognizable and distinct culture, one grounded in many ways in 
the use of this minority and gesturally based language.
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 Second, it is a story about the war of the methods in deaf education, a war 
triggered by the events of the first story. Manualists, supporters of the sign 
language, soon found themselves challenged by oralists, supporters of the 
exclusive use of speech. It is, for many scholars, a story of decline, in which 
deaf people lost ground as their language, sign language, was slowly forced 
from schools. The oralists won the war of the methods, and as a result, by the 
time of the First World War, over 80 percent of deaf children were taught by 
the oral method, without any sign language. That oralist victory proved pyr-
rhic; historians and linguists alike concur that the wholesale switch to the 
oral method undermined the quality of deaf education. By the time educa-
tional testing emerged as a pedagogical tool in the 1960s, deaf high school 
students were found to read, on average, at a fourth grade level, a result that 
would remain stubbornly consistent for the rest of the twentieth century.
 If the results were so dramatically poor, why did oral education remain 
the standard for deaf children until the 1970s? Or, to put it another way, if it 
did not have the promise of educational success going for it, why did oral-
ism win the war of the methods? Historians such as Douglas Baynton and 
Susan Burch have pointed to oralism’s cultural appeal.2 Oralists framed sign-
ing deaf people as foreigners in their own land, as people whose different 
language, sign language, alienated them from the mainstream of American 
life. A signing-based education was making deaf people more Deaf, oral-
ists believed. They were using a communication system that visibly marked 
them as abnormal and handicapped people. Oralists were out to change all of 
that; as they understood it, they were on a quest to integrate deaf people into 
the normal (and hearing) mainstream. Oralists would bring the deaf into 
the hearing world, aiming in the process to eliminate the Deaf world alto-
gether. Speech skills were meant to allow the deaf to abandon the Deaf world 
entirely. The power of speech would free deaf people from the supposedly 
narrow constraints of the Deaf community.
 Deaf people understood this educational project quite differently, as an 
assault on their way of life, one that was determined to destroy their lan-
guage, community, and culture. Unsurprisingly, they did not perceive them-
selves as people in need of rescue from their own community. They did, 
however, want to be integrated, on both deaf and Deaf terms, into the hear-
ing world. But their understanding of their community and its needs was 
disregarded by oralist educators, whose educational mission depended on 
maintaining their own view of deafness as pathological.
 This history is nearer to the surface than either side imagines. It can 
be seen in 2011 most sharply in Indiana. The issue of deaf education has 
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reemerged into the national news, as the Indiana School for the Deaf faces 
both financial and pedagogical challenges. The Indiana School for the Deaf 
has a long and proud history. It was founded in 1843 by William Willard, a 
native of Vermont, who was educated at the American School for the Deaf in 
Hartford, Connecticut. The American School is the oldest school for the deaf 
in the United States, having been founded in 1817. William Willard became 
deaf at a fortunate time in American history. Going deaf at the age of six, 
Willard arrived at the American School at the age of fifteen, and attended 
the school from 1824 to 1829.  He was therefore among the first deaf Amer-
icans to receive an education. He was a pupil of the school’s most famous 
teacher, its Deaf cofounder, the Frenchman Laurent Clerc. Willard went on 
to become a teacher himself, working at the Ohio School for the Deaf from 
1831 to 1841. He moved to Indiana and founded the school for the deaf there 
in 1843, making the Indiana School for the Deaf the first state school to be 
founded by a Deaf American. 
 As with all American schools for the deaf at that time, the Indiana School 
employed what today would be called the bilingual-bicultural method of 
deaf education. That is, American Sign Language (ASL) was the language of 
instruction in all classes, and that language was used in turn to teach deaf 
students English.  Teachers understood that their pupils would come to have 
a Deaf identity and would become culturally Deaf while at school. They 
would also be fluent in both English and ASL, and the aim of their education 
was to allow them to take their place in society as Deaf Americans.  Chapters 
1 and 2 address the arrival of the French method of manual education in the 
United States and its transformation into the bilingual-bicultural model, first 
adopted at the New York School for the Deaf in 1833. 
 I argue that the schools for the deaf were not simply “manual,” as they 
have always been described.3  In the antebellum period, the bilingual-bicul-
tural approach to deaf education became the common standard of deaf edu-
cation, and was in fact the American innovation in a system of education 
largely imported here from France. The first residential school for the deaf 
in the United States opened in Connecticut in 1817. The Connecticut Asylum 
for the Education and Instruction of Deaf and Dumb Persons, as it was origi-
nally known, eventually changed its name to the American School for the 
Deaf. 
 The opening of this and other schools began a fundamental transforma-
tion in the lives of deaf Americans, as those who came together as students 
would begin to transform deafness into Deafness over the course of the ante-
bellum period. Historians have known about this process of cultural emer-
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gence for some time, and many have pointed in particular to the decade of 
the 1850s as the period when the subaltern Deaf culture emerged for the first 
time into the broader American cultural landscape.4  The rise of Deaf culture 
is at the center of this history, both metaphorically and literally. Chapters 
3 and 4 are devoted to exploring the Deaf world of the nineteenth century, 
both in and out of its birthplace, the residential school. 
 Deaf people were at the center of their own history in the nineteenth cen-
tury, for the war of the methods was a direct response to the unexpected 
transformation of deafness into Deafness. It is surely the case that many 
forces shaped the course of these educational events and, in turn, influenced 
deaf lives in the nineteenth century. But the primary force that drove events 
was Deaf culture. Both sides, manualists and oralists alike, had to confront 
Deafness, and they made pedagogical decisions as a result of that confronta-
tion. Physically deaf people, as they engaged in the cultural work of Deaf-
ness, directly influenced events around them. The rise of cultural Deafness is 
at the heart of the story of nineteenth-century Deaf history, and it holds the 
key to understanding the war of the methods that followed its creation. This 
work seeks to trace these events. 
 In the field of Deaf Studies, the term “Deaf,” with the upper-case letter, 
is used to refer to those physically deaf people who came together to form a 
distinct community with its own language, culture, and mores. As Christo-
pher Krentz puts it, “Deafness, as an identity, extends far beyond audiograms 
and eardrums.”5 As the nineteenth century opened, there were largely only 
“deaf ” people, with the lower-case letter, in the United States, people with 
varying degrees of audiological deafness, scattered across the country and 
mostly isolated from each other. They had as yet had no opportunity to form 
a community.
 The formation and growth of Deaf culture was in itself a surprising vic-
tory for deaf people. They discovered a common people in meeting other 
Americans with hearing loss and made common cause with those people 
by forming a self-consciously Deaf community. But this Deaf awakening 
brought with it a corresponding hearing awakening. Hearing people close 
to these cultural events recognized that these self-identified members of a 
Deaf culture gathered in a community that defined itself in contradistinc-
tion to hearing norms, norms that had not even necessarily previously been 
understood as “hearing.”6 To borrow literary scholar Christopher Krentz’s 
useful term, a new sense of “Hearingness” arose together with “Deafness.”7 
As the two communities, deaf and hearing, came into close contact within 
residential schools in the antebellum period, the hearing community clearly 
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changed its mind about the Deafness that it found there as the century wore 
on. Hearingness was reasserted as the normative value for American society, 
and Deaf ideas about deafness, especially ideas that departed from hearing 
norms, were rigorously attacked.
 For disabled people to define the meaning of their disability for them-
selves was culturally threatening and remains so today. This is the case in no 
small measure because a positive image of a disability challenges the ableist 
norms of the able-bodied mainstream society. Able-bodied society assumes 
that a disabled life is a lesser life. In fact, it takes for granted that this must 
be the case. How could it not be? If a disabled life is not worth less than an 
able-bodied life, how can we be sure that an able body is, by definition, bet-
ter than one that is disabled? Disability studies, as a discipline, has fruitfully 
explicated the cultural roots of ableism; it is time to turn to Deaf history with 
this work in mind.
 Some disabled activists of the nineteenth century understood quite well 
the threat that they raised to ableist constructs of the body. As Deaf writer 
John Flournoy insightfully and succinctly remarked in 1858, “When we 
would claim equality, it offends.”8 The cultural superiority of the able body 
depends necessarily on the inferiority of the disabled body. If those with a 
disabled body refuse to play their cultural part, if they claim their disability 
as a point of pride and assert their equality with the able-bodied, they are 
bound to encounter a negative response.
 This is exactly what happened to the Deaf community. Even as it came 
together, it was immediately attacked by oralists. Chapter 5 outlines the first 
public arguments in favor of oralism as offered by Horace Mann and Samuel 
Gridley Howe in the 1840s. Their opposition to Deaf culture is explored as 
well. Chapter 6 covers the manualist breakdown that followed this oralist 
challenge. As we will see, the manual side dissolved into factions, with some 
manualists continuing to support the original mission and beliefs of the field, 
as others, also calling themselves manualists, sided with the cultural con-
cerns of the oralists. Again, these factions can be identified by their language 
choices. The bilingual-bicultural manualists still supported and defended 
what they called “the sign language” and what we call now American Sign 
Language (ASL). The new manualists demanded the use of “methodical 
signs,” or signing in English word order. The oralists demanded English only 
and only in spoken, not signed, form. That the battle over Deafness would be 
fought with linguistic weapons is no surprise. Attacks on Deafness have long 
gone hand in hand with attacks on the sign language. To defend one was to 
defend the other. To attack one was to attack the other.
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 Paddy Ladd, in his ground-breaking work Understanding Deaf Culture: 
In Search of Deafhood, has theorized the cause of the Deaf as part of a larger 
struggle against linguistic colonialism. He points rightly to both oralism and 
artificial sign systems as assaults on signed languages, such as ASL, and on 
their users. As Ladd puts it, modern-day users of artificial sign systems, the 
descendants of methodical signs, are in fact covert oralists.9

 In the mid-nineteenth century, signing in English word order appealed 
to certain hearing educators precisely because it promised to undermine the 
newly emerging Deaf culture. With a language of their own, American Sign 
Language, Deaf people became a community of their own. With methodical 
signs, they would not become Deaf at all. Rather, they would remain cul-
turally hearing. Arguments over manual language systems were not argu-
ments about pedagogy at all. Much as Ladd would have predicted, such argu-
ments were instead arguments over the emerging sense of Deaf identity.  The 
oppression of American Deaf people is intimately linked to the oppression of 
their language, American Sign Language.
 In the end, methodical signing paved the way for oralism’s entry into deaf 
education. As methodical sign supporters made clear their uneasiness with 
Deafness, they increasingly shared the cultural concerns of the first generation 
of oralists. The continued use of such signs allowed oralists to ask, Why stop 
with signing in English word order? Why not demand that the deaf speak, and 
not sign, in English? Speaking in English would seem to guarantee their trans-
formation into culturally hearing people even better than methodical signs. 
Chapter 7 accordingly explores the fight to found an oral school in Massachu-
setts, one of the first in the nation’s history, the Clarke School for the Deaf.
  The threat that Deaf culture posed to the ableist status quo had to be 
countered immediately and in the strongest possible terms. The bilingual-
bicultural manualist era can now be seen as the brief historical moment 
when deaf people were able, with the help of hearing collaborators, to shape 
their own understanding of deafness and, in turn, Deafness before other 
hearing people raised concerns about this entire cultural project. These con-
cerns harkened back to far older and deeper trends in Western history, as 
far as deafness goes. For in the West, speaking has long been privileged over 
other forms of communication, and the inability to speak has long been seen 
as an indicator of a person’s general inferiority and lack of intelligence. So 
bilingual-bicultural manualism represented a brief period of countercultural 
rebellion, with oralism constituting a return to the cultural status quo. The 
brief challenge of Deafness was beaten back and, with it, the prospect of sim-
ilar rebellions by disabled citizens generally.
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 The disabled community today still faces many of the same challenges the 
Deaf community faced in the nineteenth century. In this way, the example of 
the Deaf community has much to teach us about the ways in which Ameri-
can culture has handled questions of the body, disability, and diversity over 
the course of its history.  Like Krentz, I wish to make clear that “nineteenth-
century deaf people were the first disabled American group to receive special 
education, the first to organize in a widespread way, the first to contest lack 
of access, prejudice, and pathological views of their difference.”10 This work 
is but a chapter in a larger American narrative about disability history. For 
the story of nineteenth-century deafness, and its transformation into Deaf-
ness, is a story about the possibilities and limits of living a disabled life in the 
United States, a story we need to know more about as we try to understand 
what limits still impose themselves in our society today.
 Those limits continue to be largely linguistic. The events in Indiana 
revolve precisely around which language deaf people will use.11  Indiana gov-
ernor Mitch Daniels has filled four slots on the school’s board of trustees 
with supporters of the oral method. Three of the new members are hearing, 
while two are active members of Hear Indiana, a group that supports the use 
of speech and listening in deaf education, to the exclusion of sign language. 
Deaf parents of Deaf children are protesting these appointments and the 
potential shift in school policy. The Indiana School for the Deaf is one of the 
very few state schools for the deaf that currently use the bicultural-bilingual 
method of deaf education.12 Will that approach be abandoned as the compo-
sition of the board changes?  As the reporter asked, more broadly, “Will sign 
language and the nation’s separate schools for the deaf be abandoned as more 
of the deaf turn to communicating, with help from fast-evolving technology, 
through amplified sounds and speech?”
 Both sides believe that it will. Hear Indiana released a statement in sup-
port of the governor, arguing that his appointments represent “a long over-
due inclusion of the views of people who use technology like cochlear 
implants”—people, in other words, who use speech, and not sign, to com-
municate. Marvin Miller, the president of the Indiana Association of the 
Deaf, also fears that sign language will be abandoned. “Speaking and listen-
ing classrooms across the nation are known for their forced exclusion of ASL 
and expressly forbid any contact with culturally deaf role models.”   
 Readers offered their views of the situation in Indiana, and the ghosts of 
deaf education history were very much in evidence. Twenty-first-century 
writers offered arguments that would be familiar to nineteenth-century oral-
ists and their manualist allies. For instance, several commentators denied 
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that American Sign Language is a language at all, a common nineteenth-cen-
tury oralist argument.  Others argued that children cannot learn as well with 
ASL; for example, pediatric audiologist Jane Madell declared that “children 
who learn language through hearing have much better language than most 
children who learn using ASL.” Samuel Gridley Howe would undoubtedly 
appreciate such a statement about the importance of hearing and speech. 
After all, Howe wrote, in 1867, “Speech is essential for human develop-
ment . . . there can be no effectual substitute for it.” 
 Melissa Chaikof, the hearing mother of two deaf daughters and 
cofounder of the blog Auditory-Verbal Parents, a roundtable for parents 
who chose cochlear implants for their deaf children, argued that implants 
and speech-based education provide deaf children “the option to be fully 
participating members of the entire world and not of just one small piece 
of it.” Using sign language “takes away their options for the future.” Horace 
Mann made similar remarks in 1844, arguing that those Deaf people who 
are bilingual, who sign ASL and write English, will nonetheless find that 
as soon as such a person “passes out of the circle of those who understand 
that [sign] language,” he or she will be “as helpless and hopeless as ever. 
The power of uttering articulate sounds, of speaking as others speak, alone 
restores him to society.” Or, in the language of 2011, sign language takes 
away their future. 
 Another commentator displayed the hearing contempt for the Deaf view 
of deafness. Identifying herself only as a mother, who also chose implants for 
both her sons, she wrote in support of Chaikof, saying, “After many years, I 
can no longer tolerate the complete ignorance of the Deaf culture and their 
ravings. Cut the budgets for deaf schools, mainstream, implant—and listen 
to children talk and be a part of society.” Hers is an opinion that nineteenth-
century oralists would recognize. Samuel Gridley Howe argued in 1867 that 
the point of deaf education should be “to make [deaf children] as much as 
possible like other children.” Again, Mann had argued that “speaking as oth-
ers speak, alone restores [the deaf] to society.” Deaf arguments to the con-
trary reflect “complete ignorance,” as this mother would put it. What, after 
all, do deaf people know about living a deaf life?
 What started as an article on the Indiana School for the Deaf quickly 
turned into a forum on Deaf culture, a conversation that was dominated by 
hearing voices. Many hearing people clearly assume that living a life as a Deaf 
person is to live a limited life. Only speech, Chaikof implies, will allow her 
daughters to live as “fully participating members of the entire world”—or, as 
Horace Mann would add appreciatively, as fully human beings, for speech, 
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he noted in 1844, has “an extraordinary humanizing power,” as those who 
have learned to speak, not merely read and write English, “have a far more 
human expression of the eye” than their signing peers. 
 Still, there were some readers who argued, as Deaf of Deaf commentator 
A.B. did, for “a deaf child’s right to be deaf.” Amica wrote, “With a solid foun-
dation in ASL, children will have the world in their hands.” Tim Riker, a Deaf 
of Deaf Californian, hit the mark when he observed that the problem facing 
Deaf people today is not the growing use of cochlear implant technology; 
rather, it is the way such assistive technologies “are used as tools to advance 
and politicize an anti-ASL agenda by proponents of a century-old ideology.” 
It is that ideology, as Riker sees so clearly, that continues to frame debates 
like the one playing out in Indiana. 
 Ours may be a neo-oralist moment, but it was not always so in Ameri-
can deaf education. For a brief historical moment, professional educators 
embraced, rather than shrank from, Deaf culture, and the result was a period 
alive with possibility, most significantly the possibility that deaf people might 
become full citizens as Deaf Americans, claiming their Deafness while tak-
ing equal pride in their Americanness—the possibility, in other words, that 
disability would prove no barrier to equality in the United States.
 Deaf people, as a community, have frequently been uncomfortable with 
claiming the label “disabled” for themselves, preferring to claim that their 
linguistic, and not physical, difference lies at the heart of their Deafness. But, 
it seems to me, the first historical claims for cultural Deafness were grounded 
quite passionately in the embrace of physical deafness. The turn to Deafness 
was made possible by deaf people making their own judgments about the 
meaning of deafness. Deaf culture reflected in no small part their collective 
determination that a deaf life was a life worth living.
 Claiming disability, to use the phrase of pioneering disability scholar Simi 
Linton, was the necessary first step to claiming Deafness.13 That was also the 
event that sent shock waves through the hearing world, in turn. How could 
deaf people be happy to be deaf? Didn’t they really wish they could hear? 
How could they enjoy a disabled life? These are questions disabled Ameri-
cans today still face from their able-bodied peers. It is in recovering the 
Deaf historical experience precisely as that of the first disabled Americans to 
engage in a public struggle over the meaning of their disability that allows us 
to explore Deaf history as a case study of disability, a case study with which 
we can probe the limits of acceptance and tolerance for disabled bodies in 
the American body politic, in our shared past, and, quite possibly, in our 
common future.




