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S O P H I A R O S E N F E L D

The Political Uses of Sign
Language: The Case of the
French Revolution

The story of the Abbé de l ’ Ép ée and the founding of
the Paris Institute for the Deaf long ago entered the realm of legend.
Competing versions of the story can be found in movies, paintings,
novels, and memoirs, as well as scholarly accounts spanning more
than two centuries. Even today, a modestly revised account of de
l’Épée’s achievements continues to provide a foundational ‘‘creation
myth’’ for the discipline of Deaf history.

The basic facts are easily retold: In the early 1760s, a French Jan-
senist cleric named Charles-Michel de l’Épée met two deaf sisters.
Inspired by the idea of making these girls into ‘‘citizens’’ and ‘‘Chris-
tians,’’ he set to work learning their natural language. Then, with
their help, de l’Épée spent most of the decade trying to ‘‘perfect’’ this
idiom, by which he meant expand it to represent abstract concepts
important to religion and metaphysics, subject it to the rules of gen-
eral grammar, and codify it. The result was what he labeled ‘‘me-
thodical’’ sign language. It was also the establishment of a free school
that eventually became the first national institution in the world for
educating deaf people. One of the reasons de l’Épée’s efforts remain
so central to Deaf history is that they are so deeply connected to
the founding of many of the greatest contemporary institutions for
educating deaf people, including Gallaudet University, and to the
methods and languages employed therein to this day.

Sophia Rosenfeld is Associate Professor of History at the University of Virginia
and the author of A Revolution in Language: The Problem of Signs in Late Eighteenth-
Century France (Stanford 2001).
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18 S ign Language Studies

However, one aspect of the legend of de l’Épée has attracted con-
siderably less scholarly attention over the years. That is the unusual
significance that his close contemporaries invested in this story of
the invention of a formal sign language rooted in elementary, iconic
gestures and of its use in the intellectual and social transformation of
deaf individuals’ lives. We have largely failed to recognize the impact
de l’Épée’s experiments had either on late eighteenth-century peo-
ple’s sense of the world or on their fates, especially as a revolution
unfolded around them.

Obviously, interest in the education of deaf children was not new
in the 1790s. The questions of how best to instruct them and whether
to use gestures as tools in this process go back to antiquity. Moreover,
in the centuries before the French Revolution, many, many hearing
people had had the experience of improvising means of communica-
tion and informal methods of instruction for family members, co-
workers, and neighbors who either were born or became deaf in the
course of their lives. But a qualitative as well as quantitative change
in the discussion of deafness and communication occurred as the
fame of de l’Épée’s enterprise grew in the months that followed his
death in late 1789. If you read the newspapers, memoirs, speeches,
and political pamphlets produced during the French Revolution, you
will not only notice that deaf people and deaf issues crop up every-
where. You will also discover that, in a wide variety of contexts, they
take on a symbolic importance that you might not expect.1

Some aspects of the story of deaf people in the revolutionary era
are well known. The opening of the French Revolution in 1789
marked the introduction of representative government in France in
the form of an elected national assembly, and we know that the fate
of de l’Épée’s school was taken up and debated by many of the lead-
ing deputies to this body from that very first year. We know that
many of those deputies (following an earlier wave of noted scientists,
philosophers, and statesmen, including John Adams, the Holy
Roman Emperor Joseph II, and Queen Marie-Antoinette) attended
public sessions at the Paris Institute for the Deaf, as de l’Épée’s school
came to be known. We know that the revolutionary state printed
and distributed their speeches in praise of de l’Épée and then the
Abbé Sicard, his successor. We know that Jean Massieu and other
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The Political Uses of Sign Language 19

deaf pupils at the Paris Institute were invited on several occasions
both to plead for financial support for their school and to display
their linguistic skills before the whole National Assembly. And we
know that the revolutionary state finally nationalized the school in
1791. This is all part of what we might call institutional history.2

More astonishing is how often the education of deaf people and the
role of sign language in that process were incorporated into revolu-
tionary rhetoric and revolutionary public life even when the topic
was seemingly far removed from questions about the administration
of the institute founded by the Abbé de l’Épée. The ‘‘language of
Angels’’ (as de l’Épée’s eulogizer called the methodical sign language
that formed the basis of his instructional method) and the ‘‘miracu-
lous’’ accomplishments of his deaf pupils were held up as subjects
worthy of contemplation throughout French political culture be-
tween late 1789 and the end of the century.3

Consider, for example, proposals for legislation not having any-
thing directly to do with deaf people. In the middle of an extended
argument for creating France’s first national system of education in
1791, Charles-Maurice Talleyrand, deputy to the National Assembly,
managed to work in a tribute to ‘‘the language of signs,’’ which he
described as nothing less than ‘‘perhaps the first method for making
the mind perfectly analytical and for putting it on guard against the
multitude of errors that we owe to the imperfection of our [ordinary,
vocal] signs.’’4 Several years later, at the height of the Reign of Ter-
ror, the Abbé Grégoire tried a similar rhetorical gambit. In the con-
text of his famous speech urging the use of a single language (French)
and the eradication of regional dialects in the nation’s public life, he
too drew his audience’s attention to the deaf pupils of de l’Épée and
Sicard. The deaf people alone, he claimed, had learned to think ‘‘fol-
lowing the path of nature’’ as a result of their reliance on signs.5

In addition, look at actual plans for developing new methods of
teaching across France. When the question of how to train teachers
for the future came up, the deputy Pierre Claude François Daunou
suggested that every teacher-training institute be partnered with a
school modeled on Sicard’s and that all pedagogical methods and
principles be derived from the education of deaf youths.6 Sicard him-
self was involved in almost all of the new teacher-training initiatives
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20 S ign Language Studies

of the revolutionary era, from the Lycée Républicain to the École
Normale, or the first College of Education, because of his experience
in using methodical signs and general grammar to educate his deaf
charges. Moreover, he frequently used his own pupils in demonstra-
tions of his method.7

Patriotic societies, particularly those concerned with defining the
new language of politics, provide us with yet another set of examples.
Urbain Domergue, the founder of the Society of Admirers of the
French Language (a club whose membership included Robespierre
and many leading Jacobins in the early 1790s), declared that ‘‘without
a well-made language, there are no clear ideas and without clear ideas
there is no happiness.’’8 To this end he enlisted Sicard’s help in im-
proving the French language and called on the public to interest itself
in the language of deaf people. Here, he said, is ‘‘true metaphysics,’’
meaning a language whose principles were entirely clear.9 Similarly,
when Condorcet and Sieyès, two leading revolutionary intellectuals,
founded a prorevolutionary journal aimed at explaining the meaning
of the new political vocabulary, they announced that teachers knowl-
edgeable about deaf education would help shape the contents of the
journal; deaf students would be responsible for its printing; and pro-
ceeds would be donated to Sicard’s school.10 Indeed, Sicard’s deaf pu-
pils were often called upon to offer ‘‘true’’ definitions of the complex,
much-debated terms of revolutionary civic life, such as rights, patrio-
tism, and kingship, both in the National Assembly and in smaller civic
gatherings. One example, Jean Massieu’s politically astute definition of
the word aristocrat, survives in his own hand: ‘‘An aristocrat is someone
who is unhappy with Good laws, and who wishes to be a sovereign
Master and to be very rich.’’11 Other examples can be found in jour-
nals associated with a variety of political clubs and patriotic societies,
from La feuille villageoise to the Journal de la langue française.

If you are still not convinced, consider the new communication
technologies of the late 1790s as well. The decade of the revolution
saw a wave of interest in the invention of nonverbal and often iconic
means of communication, sometimes as substitutes, sometimes as
supplements for written French. From the armlike signifying mecha-
nisms of the new telegraphs to the abbreviations of the new stenogra-
phy to the hieroglyphics designed for new universal written
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The Political Uses of Sign Language 21

languages, the example of the sign language of deaf people was a
constant reference point, both rhetorically and conceptually, for in-
ventors of this era.12 Deaf students were also called upon to demon-
strate these inventions in all of the most important learned societies
of the period, from the Lycée to the Philotechnic Society.13 Such
spectacles were intended to underline the connection between these
inventions and a sign language that was thought to be at once natural
and methodical, economical and accurate. This rhetoric found an
echo in the numerous essays, written in response to the first prize
contest of the new National Institute in the mid-1790s, that used the
example of sign language to illustrate the impact that improved sign
systems could have on postrevolutionary public life more generally.14

Finally, we turn our attention to the theater or the law, where we
can even speak of vogues for deaf and mute characters. From pro-
grams for plays to printed accounts of sensational legal cases (known
as causes célèbres), we see in the 1790s a fascination with the stories
of deaf protagonists, whether as heroes or criminals.15 Moreover, we
see sustained interest in probing certain similar theoretical questions
using the example of deaf people: Can moral concepts exist for some-
one who hasn’t learned the terminology for them? Can such con-
cepts ever be taught without words? And are gestural signs
inadequate to convey the meaning of legal and ethical abstractions,
or are they clearer, more accurate, and more efficient than ordinary
vernaculars?

My point in bringing up all of these examples is only this: Every-
where one looks in the records of the 1790s in France, it seems the
fate of deaf people was being linked to politics and to the fate of
the nation. Deaf people who signed were widely celebrated as ‘‘real
republicans’’ (in the words of the deputy Étienne-Christophe Maig-
net), and sign language was repeatedly praised as ‘‘a miracle of patrio-
tism’’ (in the words of the Abbé Fauchet, the founder of a patriotic
club called the Social Circle) and as one of the great tools as well as
achievements of the age.16 The situation was such that one royalist
and counterrevolutionary, a writer named Jean-Claude Gorjy,
claimed satirically that it was only a matter of time before the French
banned the French language entirely in favor of adopting a silent
‘‘pantomimic system.’’17
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22 S ign Language Studies

The obvious question is, why? Why, in the midst of a violent and
polarizing revolution, one that was quickly escalating in the early
1790s into something like a civil war and an international war at
the same time, was interest in deaf people and especially in their
communicative abilities so great? And why was this particularly the
case for the most prominent Parisian revolutionaries, men such as
Talleyrand and Condorcet? What makes this a good historical ques-
tion is that the answer is not at all obvious. In other words, precisely
because it is difficult to make immediate sense of the revolutionary
fascination with deaf education and language, pursuing the answer to
this question offers us a chance to discover something new about the
political culture that took root during the revolution. Here we have a
question with potential consequences for the history of sign language
education on the one hand and for the history of modern democratic
political culture more generally on the other. In the remainder of this
article, I propose an answer to this question of ‘‘why.’’ Finally, I
briefly suggest what I take this case study to illustrate about the future
of Deaf history and its connection to the discipline of history in gen-
eral.

My response begins with an example from the much more recent
past. It is now widely accepted that Deaf activism, which has been
closely bound up with the field of Deaf history, has played a signifi-
cant role in recent decades in shaping that large terrain that we call
‘‘identity politics.’’ How we as a society respond today to difference
(whether in ability or in culture), and the meanings we attach to
difference, stem in part from events that occurred within Deaf com-
munities, such as that defined by Gallaudet University, and the reac-
tions that these events generated on the part of those outside,
especially in the late 1980s.18

Similarly, I think we can also say that more than two hundred
years ago across the ocean in France, developments in the world of
deaf people, as they were interpreted and manipulated by various
internal and external parties, played a critical role in the establishment
of a new political vision. However, this was a politics that took little
interest in questions of individual or group identity and difference, as
we understand them today. Rather, it was what might be considered
a politics of language, and it depended upon two related ideas. The
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The Political Uses of Sign Language 23

first was the fundamental role of faulty communication in creating
misunderstanding and consequently political conflict. The second
was the equally fundamental role of effective communication (or, in
eighteenth-century jargon, ‘‘well-made signs’’) in creating intellec-
tual agreement and social and moral accord.

To explain this claim, let me back up a bit in time. Ever since
the writing of the late seventeenth-century British philosopher John
Locke became well known in France, many Enlightenment thinkers
(often referred to then, as now, as philosophes) began pointing to
what they called ‘‘the abuse of words’’ as a critical problem for both
philosophy and daily life. Locke maintained that, in theory, language
was equally vital to the development of social bonds and to the
expansion of knowledge. Rather than simply reflect what already
existed, language played a truly instrumental role in human life.
However, in practice, Locke argued, modern languages often func-
tioned as barriers to knowledge, ‘‘so much insignificant noise,’’ as he
put it, disconnected from knowledge of, or reference to, any set of
distinct things or ideas.19 Moreover, modern people had turned into
parrots, repeating words without truly understanding what they said
and allowing others to attach varied, inaccurate, and often misleading
meanings to them. The result was that discussions of metaphysics
and morals alike had frequently turned into technical disputes about
nothing. And eighteenth-century French intellectuals, building on
several centuries of critiques of the abstract language of scholasticism
as well, followed Locke’s lead in claiming that, at a minimum, the
abuse of words had resulted in useless debate and confusion. At worst,
it had become a prime source of disagreements that led, in turn, to
factionalism, discord, and eventually civil war. As one famous philo-
sophe, Claude-Adrien Hélvetius, asked rhetorically in his controver-
sial treatise Of the Mind (1758), ‘‘One sees what an eternal seed of
disputes and disasters is ignorance of the true signification of words.
Without speaking of the blood spilt by theological hatreds . . . con-
troversies almost always founded on an abuse of words, what other
misfortunes has not this ignorance produced, and in what errors has
it not thrown Nations?’’20

One way to think about the Enlightenment is as a series of at-
tempts to rectify these problems. It is no coincidence that the most
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24 S ign Language Studies

celebrated book of the era, the Encyclopedia (1751–1765) of Diderot
and D’Alembert, was actually a dictionary, an attempt to remove
from the body of knowledge all those terms that failed to correspond
to any external reality (they had in mind mainly theological concepts)
and then to redefine all of the remaining terms across every field. It
is also no coincidence that the philosophes’ preferred method for
arriving at truths was ‘‘analysis,’’ a technique that involved breaking
down concepts into their constituent, sensible elements and then re-
assembling them so that their meanings could be made as secure as
possible. Finally, it is surely no coincidence that one of the most
common philosophical tropes of the mid-eighteenth century was the
state of nature, the world before artificial human laws, and that many
philosophes interested themselves in tracing the symbiotic develop-
ments of language, social life, and knowledge, beginning with an
imagined original language of spontaneous gestures and cries.

Charles Michel de l’Épée was motivated by all of these Enlighten-
ment projects, as well as by his Jansenist faith and grammatical train-
ing. What I want to emphasize is that over the two decades prior to
the revolution, in his writings and his public demonstrations of his
pupils, de l’Épée carefully constructed a justification for his pedagogi-
cal experiments that went well beyond the matter of offering much-
needed instruction to deaf and, usually, poor children. Certainly de
l’Épée intended his ‘‘methodical signs’’ as an aid to the practical and
spiritual life of deaf people, a means to form citizens and Christians.
His project had strong links to the many other enlightened philan-
thropic initiatives of the era.21 However, de l’Épée also suggested
that he had, with his methodical signs, discovered the seeds of a true
philosophical language. That is, he insisted that the language he had
developed for deaf people was an idiom without any defects, obscuri-
ties, or potential ambiguities, a language that could ultimately benefit
humanity as a whole—precisely because it did not lend itself to
abuse.22 For him and for his successor, Sicard, the deaf pupils at the
Paris Institute were a living example of how this might be done.23

Many, though certainly not all, of de l’Épée’s philosophically
minded contemporaries were convinced. The abbé courted and in-
vited a parade of learned men and women to attend the public ses-
sions at his school in the 1770s and 1780s, just before the outbreak of
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The Political Uses of Sign Language 25

the revolution.24 None of them described what they witnessed as the
flowering of a specialized, minority language or the formation of an
alternative language community. They tended instead to believe they
were experiencing the overturning of deep-seated and misguided
prejudices about the advantages of oral over gestural and visual com-
munication. What de l’Épée’s signing students demonstrated to these
observers was that ‘‘methodical’’ signs, rather than being an equivocal
and insufficient substitute for a complex modern vernacular like
French (as his detractors claimed), were, on the contrary, unusually
effective tools for communication. They were universally compre-
hensible, regardless of one’s mother tongue or degree of sophistica-
tion; they were equally suited to the expression of emotional
sensibility and metaphysical abstractions; and they were precise and
clear.

Moreover, rather than contributing to the linguistic and concep-
tual confusion characteristic of the contemporary, post-Babel world,
sign language, as a minor philosophe and Jansenist called the Abbé
Copineau put it, could potentially lead to the end of anything ‘‘we
could call arguments about words.’’25 If such a sign system were taught
to everyone, then all and sundry would be so sure about the mean-
ings of their terms that there would no longer be any reason to quar-
rel. The Abbé de Condillac, one of the great thinkers of the era,
went even farther in the mid-1770s. In his opinion, methodical sign
language—with its links to the natural, iconic signs of the original
‘‘language of action’’ and its ability to convey those ideas most ab-
stracted from sensations through analysis—should be considered
nothing less than a potential means for arriving at secure truths in its
own right. In effect, the language of signs made philosophy demon-
strable. If hearing children were to learn in this manner rather than
via ‘‘the articulate sounds of our governesses and preceptors,’’ then
they would surely acquire ‘‘more exact and precise ideas’’ than was
currently common among the rest of the population.26

Indeed, this message was reinforced by deaf people themselves.
The superiority of sign language served as a central theme in the
autobiography that a young deaf bookbinder named Pierre Desloges
published in 1779 in collaboration with Copineau and a Jansenist
bookseller named Benoı̂t Morin. As Desloges cleverly announced to

PAGE 25................. 15614$ $CH2 09-22-05 15:11:21 PS



26 S ign Language Studies

his presumably hearing readership, ‘‘I cannot understand how a
language like sign language—the richest in expressions, the most en-
ergetic, the most incalculably advantageous in its universal intelligi-
bility—is still so neglected that only the deaf speak it.’’27

Such ideas made their way through French intellectual circles at
the end of the Old Regime. The bookbinder Desloges, for example,
developed numerous contacts in the world of the philosophes, meet-
ing with Condorcet, writing for scholarly journals, and appearing in
public debates with other deaf writers at the salon of Pahin de la
Blancherie following the publication of his treatise.28 Conversely, in
the numerous learned societies and academies that sprang up in
France in the 1780s, experiments with sign language found ready use
as props to members’ commitment both to civic-mindedness and to
the cultivation of new modes of intellectual exchange. We can surely
suppose that de l’Épée’s example was fresh in the minds of those
many men and women of 1789 who had roots in this world of
learned sociability.

Nevertheless, that does not explain everything. For in the context
of the revolution, not only the scale but also the significance of these
experiments in the cultivation of sign language were transformed. In
an era characterized by the explosion of free, uncensored speech and
a bitter partisan struggle among competing factions, the example of
signing deaf people helped foster and sustain a novel view of the
relation of language to politics.

One of the distinctive features of the first years of the French
Revolution was the linguistic inventiveness of the revolutionaries.
Old words such as ‘‘convention,’’ ‘‘constitution,’’ and ‘‘aristocrat’’
took on new meanings. New words like ‘‘national assembly’’ were
invented to convey new realities. But all of these words also seemed
to take on ever more various significations, depending on the politi-
cal opinions of the speaker or writer. The net effect was a widespread
sense of crisis in language.29

Opponents of the revolution screamed that these new words were
deliberate abuses of the national language and that the existing idiom
was being turned upside down. Patriots, or revolutionaries, shouted
the opposite: that an outmoded political vocabulary had to be altered
or it would continue to convey outmoded ideas—and that aristocrats
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and rogues were leading the people astray by misusing new words
that were still not properly fixed in the public mind. It was assumed
on all sides that ordinary people—most of whom had had little formal
education and a majority of whom actually knew little French—were
incapable of determining what constituted an abuse when it came
to the abstract terminology of revolutionary politics. (Indeed, one
interesting element of this discourse is how often analogies were
drawn to the uneducated deaf population when it was a question of
popular understanding of the new language of politics.) Letters to
the National Assembly’s Committee on Public Instruction from 1789
onward suggest that these fears were not entirely exaggerated. Dig-
ging in the archives, one can still come across letters calling, in effect,
for immediate help. As one unknown writer specified, in his region
the local children may have been dutifully reciting the Declaration
of the Rights of Man, but ‘‘I am sadly convinced by questions that I
have posed to the oldest among them that they understand the sig-
nificance of none of the words used in it.’’ When this correspondent
reproached the fathers, ‘‘They replied that they do not understand
any more than their children and that they themselves need someone
to explain these words to them as well.’’30

The net effect was that, for many commentators, the revolution
appeared to have become a struggle for control over language, a bat-
tle for the power that came from determining and disseminating
definitions for all. And as the fighting grew increasingly bitter into
the early 1790s, and as it seemed that the successful end of the revolu-
tion was ever more elusive, many leading revolutionaries as well as
counterrevolutionaries came to an extraordinary conclusion. They
decided that the fate of the revolution turned on finding a well-made
language of politics that would finally bring stability to meaning and
a halt to this ongoing fight over words.

In this context, de l’Épée’s methodical sign language, still touted
as an enlightened invention of an intellectually, if not politically, en-
lightened age, took on a new significance. Not only did it appear to
offer a highly effective solution to the problem of how to integrate
deaf people, as a minority group, into the dominant religious, eco-
nomic, and now political community, but it also promised to provide
a solution to political strife itself. Surely the revolutionaries did not
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really think that sign language would, in the future, replace oral
French. Rather, the concrete example of Sicard’s students, with their
perfect definitions of revolutionary concepts, suggested the possibil-
ity that if a similarly clear, methodical, and universally intelligible
language could be identified and promoted by the state, then social
harmony, on the one hand, and political agreement, on the other,
would no longer remain elusive. If the abuse of words, rather than
legitimate differences of opinion, constituted the root cause of most
forms of conflict and dissension, then a perfected idiom, modeled on
the language of signs, could potentially produce nothing less than
consensus about the true nature of things and the successful end of
the revolution. Perhaps it was only a matter of identifying and incul-
cating the right signs for the job.

Let us, then, briefly return to the examples with which this article
began in order to see how sign language was used, both rhetorically
and practically, to foster a distinctive revolutionary political vision.
When we look again at the varied uses of the example of deaf people,
we start to see repeated tropes linking them. This is true whether we
are talking about a public demonstration of the connection between
a new stenography and the language of signs or a discussion of deaf
patriotism in the revolutionary press.

The first common strategy was to paint educated, signing deaf
people as the archetypical ‘‘new men’’ of the revolution. In all of
these texts and settings, Sicard’s students were transformed into per-
fect patriots and republicans precisely because of their exemplary re-
lationship to language. At one level they were imagined to remain
close to the ‘‘noble savages’’ of eighteenth-century literature: inno-
cent, attached to natural law, and (in the words of the deputy Prieur
de la Marne) ‘‘unsullied by any of our past prejudices,’’ including the
ambiguous, prejudice-laden jargon of ordinary conversation.31 On
another level, however, they were thought to have unusually clear
conceptions of things, including the concepts of the revolution that
they had just been educated to know, and an unusual propensity for
logical thought (remember Talleyrand’s claim that sign language was
‘‘perhaps the first method for making the mind perfectly analytical.’’).
This was the theme of any number of public displays of Sicard’s
method. It also explains the desire for patriotic definitions along the
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lines of Massieu’s explanation of the contentious term aristocrat. One
could hold up both the simple naiveté and the political precision of
his definition to demonstrate the link between linguistic and moral
regeneration.

Moreover, if certain deaf people were given the role of ‘‘new
men’’ or ideal citizens in revolutionary political culture, deaf com-
munities were frequently conceptualized as utopian spaces. Even the
misguided experiment in combining deaf and blind children in one
school in 1791 was celebrated as an ideal, a blueprint for the true
revolutionary world to come when there would no longer be any
barriers to perfect, error-free communication. ‘‘What a picture this
lively meeting of talents and arts makes in a place where one saw,
just a few years ago, only silence, shadows, misery, and desolation!’’
exclaimed a member of the National Assembly’s Committee on
Mendicity.32 Again, the reason lay in the role assigned to sign lan-
guage—and the distance it allowed from a corrupted outside world.

Indeed, the most common theme in the discourse around deaf
education was the one inaugurated well before the revolution by de
l’Épée: that sign language pointed the way to the perfect language of
the future. In the context of the revolution, however, this assumption
became attached to politics. On the one hand, methodical signs (or a
similarly planned language) promised to be a weapon of revolution,
a way to help ‘‘consummate the regeneration of the social order’’ in
the words of Fauchet and make the concepts of the revolution secure
and uncontested.33 On the other hand, such a language could be
construed as a goal of the revolution; as Talleyrand also pointed out,
the gestural language of deaf people was the one sign system discov-
ered thus far that seemed to be ‘‘the living image of thought, in
which all the elements apparent to the eye show nothing arbitrary,
through which even the most abstract ideas become almost visible.’’34

He believed it was up to a revolutionary age finally to do what no
society had done before: institute a truly philosophical language as a
matter of political will. Such faith in a linguistic solution to politics
and a political solution to problems of language constituted a distinc-
tive aspect of the nascent democratic culture of the late eighteenth
century. But more than that, this attitude toward signs (whether ges-
tural, written, or oral) needs to be understood as one of the key
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principles that first helped make a revolutionary change seem possible
and then determined the form this transformation would take, for
better and for worse.

There is, certainly, a profoundly negative aspect to this whole
picture. Despite what we know of the extraordinary intellectual and
professional accomplishments of a few celebrated deaf people of the
era, including Desloges and Massieu, we have to acknowledge that
the young deaf charges of de l’Épée and then Sicard were largely
turned into rote performers for a hearing audience eager to witness
civilization, which really meant normalization, through language ed-
ucation. Sicard, much more than de l’Épée, insisted on presenting
uneducated deaf youths, including his beginning students, as the most
lowly and pitiable and even immoral of humans. That way he could
better display his advanced students, the products of his method, as
ideal revolutionary citizens men and women devoted to revolution-
ary principles but disengaged from current linguistic and ideological
power struggles. Sicard required his students to help keep alive this
story and to dramatize the transformational process that now allowed
them to think in complete harmony with the new revolutionary
leadership. And more generally, this kind of thinking about the polit-
ical function of language prevented the revolutionaries from ever ac-
cepting debate or plurality, either of various idioms or ideas. (At the
height of the Reign of Terror, when the desire for unanimity and a
single national will was at its greatest, even the idea of the translation
of official decrees seemed potentially threatening because of its con-
nection to interpretation.) Here two histories—of deaf people and of
revolutionary ideology—reinforced one another to negative effect,
creating a democratic political culture without space for difference or
dissent.

And yet, it is important to note that this is not simply a story
about victimization and forced consensus. For in the history of atti-
tudes toward both the mental capacity of deaf people and the poten-
tial for gestural language, the French Revolution also obviously
marks a real and positive turning point. Deaf persons, as a collectivity,
were one more segment of humanity brought into the political fold
for the first time as sovereignty was transferred to the people; a similar
story could be told for people of color, servants, Jews, and various
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other social groups. In addition, what de l’Épée called methodical
signs not only gained validity as a ‘‘real’’ language. This idiom was
also widely touted at the end of the eighteenth century, at least in
France, as superior in many regards to the corrupt vernaculars of the
modern age, and it was used as a spur to the development of better
language education and better communications technology up to the
beginning of the Napoleonic age. More broadly, this is also a story
about the emergence of a then utopian and now seemingly natural
faith in state-supported public education for all kinds of children as
one of the obligations and one of the pillars of a democratic political
culture. We must think about discipline and normalization in this
narrative, but it is also important to consider the establishment of
education as a path to a new kind of independence. Indeed, it is the
dualism of the language politics of this era—the coexistence of both
the individual right to free speech and the ideal of language planning
to limit dissent—that needs to be stressed. The same applies to the
fundamental role that the deaf people and their language played in
both halves of this story.

What larger conclusions might we draw from this example about
the future direction of Deaf history? Clearly, in uncovering the para-
doxical story of the French revolutionary celebration of the sign lan-
guage of deaf people, both the insights and the pathbreaking research
associated with Deaf history have been vital. All of us with any inter-
est in the role of deaf people and sign language in the historical record
are indebted to the work of pioneers in this field such as Harlan Lane
in the early 1980s and John Vickrey Van Cleve and his collaborators
in the book Deaf History Unveiled in the early 1990s, as well as collec-
tions such as Renate Fischer and Harlan Lane’s Looking Back of the
same era.35

Nonetheless, I believe that Deaf history has now become so estab-
lished that it is time for it, and for larger field of disability history,
into which it sometimes fits, to become much more closely linked
with the broader field of history pure and simple. What is clear is
that the story of deaf people and their language can help illuminate
the main historical narrative in all sorts of exciting ways. Something
similar has been going on for a while in fields such as women’s his-
tory (as it has evolved into gender history) and the history of racial
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minorities, where the incorporation of insights from those subfields
has led to a rewriting of the main narrative in certain fundamental
ways. Clearly, this process is already well under way for the history
of deaf people as well. Consider recent work by Douglas Baynton
on the cultural significance of the campaign against sign language in
nineteenth-century America, or Jonathan Rée on the fascination
with deafness in the history of Western philosophy, or Nicholas Mir-
zoeff on the significance of sign language to the development of
French visual culture, or Jill Lepore on deafness and the creation of
American English.36 Historian Cathy Kudlick, in an important re-
view essay in the American Historical Review titled ‘‘Disability History:
Why We Need Another ‘Other,’ ’’ writes as follows: ‘‘Just as gender
and race have had an impact well beyond women and people of
color, disability [and she includes the study of deafness here, while
also acknowledging the controversial nature of that inclusion] is so
vast in its economic, social, political, cultural, religious, legal, philo-
sophical, artistic, moral, and medical import that it can force histori-
ans to reconsider virtually every concept, every event, every ‘given’
we have taken for granted.’’37 The French Revolution is, to my
mind, one of those moments. It played a vital role in shaping the
modern history of deaf people, especially in the realm of education.
But what also needs to be emphasized is that the example of deaf
people and their language proved to be central to the course of the
revolution and, I do not think it an exaggeration to say, the emer-
gence of modern, democratic political culture. Our postrevolution-
ary conceptions of education, language, morality, pluralism, and
progress cannot be understood apart. My goal in this article has been
primarily to indicate how these two stories intersected in France in
the 1790s. But I also hope that historians in years to come will keep
probing the many intersections that have shaped the world—ancient
and modern, Western and non—that hearing and deaf people live in
together.
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ed. C. Bloch and A. Tuetey (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1911); and the
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