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Introduction 

 
 
 
How does a group of people take shape? This is the overarching question of this 
study. The group in question here is deaf people – or, with the contemporary 
term, ‘deaf-mutes’ – in 19th and early 20th century Germany. During this time, a 
movement emerged, consisting of numerous clubs, publications, and events or-
ganized by and for deaf people. Instead of being only the carriers of a patho-
logical phenomenon, being made objects of social intervention, education, and 
medicine, deaf people started to appear in a new way – as sociable peer groups, 
as lobbyists, organizers, writers, thinkers. The emergence and expression of this 
new way of being deaf is the object of analysis. 

In the following, I shall ask under what social circumstances the role shift 
occurred, how it came to be, and what the results were. The aim is to write a 
history of the German deaf movement, including its context, origins, and ideas, 
from the beginning around the middle of the 19th century, until the First World 
War. 

 

Theoretical Standpoints 
 
In the course of the text, the ideas of several theorists and schools will be used as 
tools in the analysis. Below, I comment briefly on the most important influences. 
Each of them will be discussed more thoroughly in the appropriate sections. The 
overall theoretical base of this work, however, is that of a social history of ideas. 
This is not mainly because the issues addressed happen to belong both to social 
and intellectual history, but it is rather an ambition to understand history in a 
certain way. The approach of a social history of ideas is to emphasise the func-
tion of ideas, that is, not only to analyze the plain expressions and finding their 
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parallels in the past, contemporary era, or aftermath, but their relationship to the 
realities in which they existed.1  

It is this perspective that makes it possible to bring together such disparate 
genres as club statutes, pedagogical manuals, and police records into one body of 
sources. The authors and actors in the sources came from a range of different 
social, geographical, and intellectual backgrounds. They did not form a society, 
nor a school of thought. However, the ideas and actions described in the docu-
ments were united by their function: managing people who were deaf.  

The interdependence of conceptual, institutional, and personal levels in 
classifying, treating, and living as a kind of people is an idea deriving from Ian 
Hacking. His studies of how categorization creates practices that influence the 
categorized people, so that the group itself changes, what he calls a “looping ef-
fect”,2 also helps connecting the many actors and texts involved. 

As for the social and communicative preconditions for deaf people in the 
German Empire, Jürgen Habermas’ models of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’ and 
the ‘life-world’ versus the ‘system’ have been crucial to the analysis.3 Habermas 
allows us to consider the impact of socio-economic and cultural factors as a 
backdrop to communication, and distinguishes between communicative and in-
strumental interactions between people and institutions. The implementation of 
the concept of the bourgeois public sphere in the specific setting of 19th century 
Germany relies on the work of Jürgen Kocka, who demonstrates that the Bürger 
at this point were a cultural factor, rather than a socio-economic class.4 This 
made it possible to discern the bürgerliche, or bourgeois, elements of people 
who admittedly mostly belonged to lower social strata. 

                                                             
1  Peter Gay, “The Social History of Ideas: Ernst Cassirer and After,” in The Critical 

Spirit. Essays in Honor of Herbert Marcuse, ed. Kurt H. Wolff and Barrington 

Moore (Boston: Beacon Press, 1967), pp. 106-120. 

2  This concept is summarized in: Ian Hacking, “Kinds of People: Moving Targets,” 

British Academy lecture, 2006, Proceedings of the British Academy Vol. 151 

(2007): pp. 285-318. 

3  The works I have used are Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. 

Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft, 5th ed. (Neuwied: 

Luchterhand, 1971); idem, Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns. Vol. 1. Hand-

lungsrationalität und gesellschaftliche Rationalisierung. Vol. 2. Zur Kritik der funk-

tionalistischen Vernunft (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1981). 

4  Bürger is a term that is notoriously difficult to translate. It denotes both bourgeoisie 

and citizens. V. below, pp. 96ff for a thorough discussion of the concept. 
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Furthermore, this study has benefited from recent scholarship on disability 
and deafness. Traditionally, disability has been regarded as something given by 
nature, concerning only the individual. According to this model, disabilities are 
caused by one or the other physical or mental impairment and render the 
individual depending on certain aids or assistance. Questioning this, activists and 
scholars have since the 1970s found that using a social model of disability offers 
insights that the individual, or medical, model does not. According to this new 
understanding of disability, the able body is not only a temporary condition, but 
also varies in its shape and traits, over time and in different contexts. Thus, dis-
ability is not located in certain bodily dispositions, but appears in the social set-
ting, for instance inaccessible buildings or prejudiced attitudes.5 When studying 
history, the impairments themselves are of less interest than what made people 
identify them as disabling, unsightly, or deviant, and what function and effects 
this judgment had. Whereas earlier ‘histories of disability’ focused on non-
disabled professionals and benefactors and the ‘solutions’ they offered to the 
‘problem’ of disability, Disability History lets disabled people appear as sub-
jects, beyond the stereotypical roles as victims or objects of benevolence.6 

Although the social model of disability has proven a useful tool in scholar-
ship as well as activism, it has not escaped criticism. The bracketing of different 
kinds of bodily (or sensory, or mental) difference under the label “disability” 
often does not represent how people experience themselves, and it might also 
conceal internal conflicts and power structures.7 There is an obvious risk that the 
dichotomy between the ‘natural, bodily, real’ impairment and the ‘social, 
constructed, oppressive’ disability over-simplifies the experience of disabled 
people. Structural oppression is presupposed, rather than critically examined, and 
the body itself remains outside the realm of cultural analysis.8 Thus, the social 

                                                             
5  Catherine Kudlick, “Disability History: Why We Need Another ‘Other’,” American 

Historical Review Vol. 108, No. 3 (June 2003): pp. 763-793; Colin Barnes, Geof 

Mercer and Tom Shakespeare, Exploring Disability: A Sociological Introduction 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999), pp. 20-31. 

6  Elsbeth Bösl, “Was ist Disability History? Zur Geschichte und Historiografie von 

Behinderung,” in Disability History. Konstruktionen von Behinderung in der 

Geschichte. Eine Einführung, eds. Elsbeth Bösl, Anne Klein, and Anne Wald-

schmidt (Bielefeld: transcript, 2010). 

7  Markus Dederich, Körper, Kultur und Behinderung. Eine Einführung in die Disabi-

lity Studies. (Bielefeld: transcript, 2007) pp. 54-55 

8  Tom Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability” in The Disability Studies 

Reader, 3rd. Ed., ed. Lennard J. Davis (New York: Routledge, 2010), pp. 266-273.  
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model allows for a continued essentialist view of embodied difference – it 
merely moves the unquestioned, medical content away from one concept (dis-
ability) to another (impairment). As a remedy, Anne Waldschmidt has suggested 
that the humanities turn instead to a cultural model of disability. This means 
making disability a central category of analysis, on a par with gender, class, or 
ethnicity. According to the cultural model, disability is not something that 
certain people “have” and others “do not have.” Instead, dis/ability is a further 
perspective that can be used to describe society. To Waldschmidt, disability his-
tory is not mainly a matter of recovering the lost history of people ‘with’ 
disabilities. Rather, she argues, it is a change of perspective relevant to all of the 
humanities: to view the mainstream from the ‘deviant’ position, instead of look-
ing at the ‘deviants’ from the ‘normal’ point of view.9 Philipp Sarasin goes even 
further, suggesting that deviant bodies are in fact not peripheral, but central 
phenomena to the construction of norms.10 

Contemporary to the emergence of the social model of disability, in the 
1970s and -80s, a new self-awareness grew among Deaf11 activists and scholars 
concerned with signed languages, according to which deafness should not be 
seen as a disability, but rather that deaf people form a linguistic minority. One 
important function of this view is to support criticism of attempted medical and 
educational “cures”, such as articulation training and cochlear implants. By 
claiming Deafness as a cultural category, not a medical diagnosis, the proponents 
of this view explained that there is, in fact, no need to “cure” it.12 This approach 

                                                             
9  Anne Waldschmidt, “Warum und wozu brauchen die Disability Studies die Disabil-

ity History?” in Disability History, eds. Bösl, Klein, and Waldschmidt, pp. 15-20; 

idem: “Brauchen die Disability Studies ein ‚kulturelles Modell’ von Behinderung?” 

in ‚Nichts über uns – ohne uns!’ Disability Studies als neuer Ansatz emanzi-

patorischer und interdisziplinärer Forschung über Behinderung, eds. Gisela 

Hermes and Eckhard Rohrmann (Neu-Ulm, AG SPAK, 2006), pp. 90-92. Cf. also 

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies. Figuring Physical Disability 

in American Culture and Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 

pp. 8-9, 21-23, in which a similar approach is advocated; Garland-Thomson 

suggests calling this a “universalizing” view on disability, ibid, p. 22. 

10  Philipp Sarasin, Reizbare Maschinen. Eine Geschichte des Körpers 1765-1914 

(Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 2001), pp. 207-211, 251.  

11  Deaf with capital D refers to cultural Deafness, instead of physical. See discussion 

of this concept below, p. 28. 

12  Carol J. Erting, “Introduction,” in The Deaf Way. Perspectives from the Inter-

national Conference on Deaf Culture, ed. Carol J. Erting et al. (Washington, D.C.: 
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has accompanied the emergence of Deaf History as a field of study not of the 
institutions and (hearing) people concerned with cures and coping strategies, but 
of deaf people and their lives.13 By viewing Deaf people as a linguistic minority, 
comparable to an ethnic group, it has also inspired scholars to use post-colonial 
theories in their research on contemporary and historical Deaf communities and 
the suppression of signed languages.14 In this study, Benedict Anderson’s con-
cept of ‘imagined communities’ has aided the analysis.15 Originally intended to 
describe the roots of nationalism, the idea of uniting the deaf, and the way in 
which this unification took place, can also, as will be discussed in Chapter 3, be 
understood as deriving from the idea of an imagined community. 

However, the dissociation of deafness and disability is problematic in several 
ways. First, it could be interpreted as deprecatory towards people with dis-
abilities, as the Deaf thereby try to distance themselves from that group. Second, 
it implies the false notion that the cultural affiliation with a Deaf community, or 
the self-identification as Deaf, contradicts also being disabled. Third, although 
its subscribers are aware of the social model of disability, the model from which 

                                                                                                                                  
Gallaudet University Press, 1994), pp. xxiii-xxxi; Harlan Lane, The Mask of Bene-

volence: Disabling the Deaf Community (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), pp. 

13-28, 203-238; idem, with Robert Hoffmeister and Ben Bahan, A Journey into the 

DEAF-WORLD (San Diego, CA; DawnSignPress, 1996), pp. ixf, 124-173, 335-407. 

13  “Preface” in Deaf History Unveiled. Interpretations from the new Scholarship, ed. 

John Vickrey Van Cleve (Washington, D. C.: Gallaudet University Press, 1993), pp. 

ix-x; some important works in this genre are Carol Padden and Tom Humphries, 

Deaf in America. Voices from a Culture (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 1988); Carol Padden, “The Deaf Community and the Culture of 

Deaf People,” in Sign Language and the Deaf Community. Essays in Honor of 

William C. Stokoe, eds. Charlotte Baker and Robbin Battison (n.pl.:National Asso-

ciation of the Deaf, 1980), pp. 89-103; Lane, Hoffmeister and Bahan, DEAF-

WORLD; Harlan Lane: When the Mind Hears. A History of the Deaf (New York: 

Random House, 1984); idem, The Mask of Benevolence; idem (Ed.): The Deaf 

Experience. Classics in Language and Education (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard 

University Press, 1984). 

14  V. Christopher Krentz, Writing Deafness. The Hearing Line in Nineteenth-Century 

American Literature. (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); 

Owen Wrigley, The Politics of Deafness (Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet University 

Press, 1996). 

15  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections of the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism. rev. ed., (London: Verso, 1991). 
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they seek to separate themselves is in fact the medical one.16 Thus, the social 
model of disability and the work associated with it are left unconsidered, on false 
grounds. Fourth, the rigidity with which the cultural model of Deafness is 
sometimes advocated fails to acknowledge the sensory experience of deafness, 
and the significance that the physical condition in fact does have for d/Deaf 
people. Groups on the borderlines, such as oral deaf, or hearing signers, risk 
being forgotten, with the result being an incomplete picture of the complex 
social settings of Deaf communities and individuals.17 Nevertheless, the cultural 
model of Deafness has been successful in emphasising the significance of signed 
languages as cultural transmitters and valuable collective resources shared by 
certain groups of people, who use them in varying ways. As for the critical 
position towards imposed cures and assimilation, it is in fact fully compatible 
with the perspectives from Disability Studies and the social and cultural models. 
By acknowledging this – that it is the medical model that needs to be abandoned 
– Deaf Studies can benefit from Disability Studies, while at the same time 
drawing from post-colonial ideas regarding linguistic and cultural minorities. 
What common traits and experiences caused the formation of the deaf movement 
is one of the issues addressed by the study, but an awareness of the significance 
of signed languages as a core property of deaf people will accompany the 
analysis. 

For this study, the social model of disability has meant that it is not a history 
of the treatment of, or coping with, a physical condition. Neither is it a study of 
deafness as a sensory experience – people deafened as adults are not included. 
Institutions and professionals are parts of the story, but the focus is the ideas and 

                                                             
16  Douglas Baynton, “Disability and the Justification of Inequality in American 

History,” in The New Disability History, eds. Paul Longmore and Lauri Umansky 

(New York, NY: New York University Press, 2001), p. 51; idem,”Beyond Culture: 

Deaf Studies and the Deaf Body,” in Open Your Eyes. Deaf Studies Talking, ed. H-

Dirksen L. Bauman (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2008) pp. 

293-313; Mairian Corker, Deaf and Disabled or Deafness Disabled? Toward a 

Human Rights Perspective. (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1998), pp. 62-64. 

17  Brenda Jo Brueggemann, Lend Me Your Ear. Rhetorical Constructions of Deafness 

(Washington D. C.: Gallaudet University Press, 1999), p. 182; idem, Deaf Subjects. 

Between Identities and Places (New York; London: New York University Press, 

2009), p. 7; Lennard J. Davis, “Postdeafness,” in Open Your Eyes, ed. Bauman, pp. 

314-325; for a model based on the sensory experience of being deaf, v. Benjamin 

Bahan, “Upon the Formation of a Visual Variety of the Human Race,” in Open Your 

Eyes, ed. Bauman, pp. 83-99. 
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deeds of people who were deaf. The cultural model of disability has influenced 
this study so that I consider the other side of the coin: Disability has to enter the 
analysis of structures of – for instance – class and gender. At the same time, 
there is a need for such categories to enter the Disability Studies. Thus this study 
does not stop at disability, in this case deafness, as a category of social or dis-
cursive exclusion. It asks how deafness worked together with other markers in 
the emergence of the German deaf movement. 

 

Method 
 
This is a study of statements, the emergence and dispersion of which form and 
transform a discourse. Although making use of statistics, it is not a quantitative 
study. In spite of containing the individual histories of certain people, events, 
and institutions, it is not a case study. Instead, the texts on these matters are read 
as different types of enouncements among many. Guided by the methodological 
suggestions made by Michel Foucault, the object of study is the system accord-
ing to which the statements concerning deaf people were dispersed. The ques-
tions are which objects appeared in the statements, who was able to make the 
statements and be listened to, and what types of statements were possible to 
make. Thus, the views expressed by the authors, both the hearing professionals 
and the deaf activists, are not in themselves the main focus, but instead the rules 
according to which they took shape and appeared.18  

In this study, the most crucial of Foucault’s methodological principles is that 
of reversal.19 When encountering deaf people, both as individuals and as 
faceless, stylized ’deaf people in general’, the question is not only who they were 
and how they were described, but also who they were not. Determining which 
objects did not appear is as essential as recounting those that did appear. 
Through exclusion, borders were constantly drawn between different kinds of 
people. Where these processes of exclusion were at work – inside as well as 
outside of the group – demarcated the kind of people called ’the deaf-mutes’. 

Discourse, however, does not exist in a void, neither is it the only thing that 
exists. The practices used when instances such as governments, police, and in-
stitutions handled ’the deaf mutes’, the socio-economic conditions in Imperial 
Germany, the location of the deaf in the geographical space, and the social and 

                                                             
18  Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1982), pp. 37-44; idem, The Discourse on Language, trans. 

Rupert Swyer, 1971, in Foucault, Archaeology, pp. 216-217, 223-233. 

19  Foucault, Discourse, pp. 229-233. 
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sensory experience of belonging to a linguistic minority founded on a certain 
bodily difference, are comparative facts that, in different ways and to varying 
extent, co-determined what statements were made and what objects appeared in 
discourse.20 Thus, these factors always accompany the analysis and are compared 
with the statements that were produced in association with them. 

 

Sources 
 
This study is based on a large and rather eclectic source material. For the deaf 
movement, I have relied above all on the periodicals issued by, or affiliated with, 
deaf organizations. These contain information about clubs and events, as well as 
biographies of deaf people, and debate articles. There were a number of different 
publications in this genre during the period in question. I have chosen not to use 
those that were not connected to the deaf movement. The editors and contribu-
tors were not necessarily all deaf, but the publication should serve the communi-
cation of deaf people, not the edifying of the deaf through hearing authorities. 
Such papers are sometimes called the ”Silent press”,21 a concept I will also make 
use of. Of those publications that meet this standard, I have chosen to concen-
trate on those that were intended for all of Germany, and had the longest publica-
tion spans. They are the Taubstummenfreund (TsF), published between 1872 and 
1911, and affiliated with the Centralverein für das Wohl der Taubstummen 
(CVWT), although with hearing editors for most of its history; Taubstummen-
courier (TC), issued from 1885 to 1903 by the deaf Bernhard Brill in Vienna; the 
Allgemeine deutsche Taubstummenzeitschrift (ATZ), published from 1913 as the 
successor of the Taubstummenfreund and official organ of several deaf clubs; the 
Taubstummen-Korrespondenz (TK), which was issued between 1902 and 1916 
by ”a union of Leipzig deaf-mutes”;22 and the Deutsche Taubstummen-Zeitung 
(DTZ), issued between 1898 and 1914 by a union of deaf organizations from the 
Rheinland, Silesia, and Mecklenburg.23 

These publications are sources to the organizational structure of the move-
ment, since they printed lists of clubs, and news and announcements from them. 
They are also sources to the ideas prevalent within the movement, expressed 

                                                             
20  Foucault, Archaeology, pp. 67-68, 157-165. 

21  Jack R. Gannon, Deaf Heritage. A Narrative history of Deaf America (n.pl.:National 

Association of the Deaf, 1981), p. 238. 

22  “einer Vereinigung Leipziger Taubstummer” TK (1903), title page. 

23  However, only the volumes 1902-1912 survive to this day. 
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through debate articles, or reports and protocols from congresses.24 Furthermore, 
they are sources to the social history of deaf people, at least of those affiliated 
with the movement. Advertisements and notices, foremost those on the indi-
vidual lives of deaf people, combine into a body of biographical material about 
the people behind the ideas and organizations.  

Other documents from deaf clubs are sparse. In the course of work, I con-
tacted all regional sections of today’s German Deaf Association25 and asked if 
they kept an archive; none of them replied affirmatively. Requests for material 
relating to deaf organizations to all German state archives resulted in a few 
positive replies. For efficiency, I decided to concentrate on those regions where 
the most files on deaf clubs and deaf individuals – mostly recipients of support, 
or police investigations – existed. These regions were Berlin, Bavaria, and 
Württemberg. A further advantage of this selection is that it allowed me to 
follow the treatment of deaf people and the development of the deaf movement 
in three German regions with rather contrasting characters, from the urban Berlin 
and Munich, to the rural areas of catholic Bavaria and protestant Württemberg. A 
comprehensive study of the entire territory of the German Empire would have 
been too time-consuming, but with this selection, in-depth studies and identify-
ing regional peculiarities and national commonalities were possible to combine.  

As mentioned above, different kinds of files on deaf individuals kept in the 
archives were also part of the study. The purpose of this was to gain access to the 
lives of deaf people who did not appear in the deaf press. The selection of these 
files has been made based on accessibility and substance. Again, for efficiency, I 
was only able to use those files that were clearly designated by the word taub-

stumm [deaf-mute]. More extensive archive studies to find other records would 
have been too time-consuming. As for substance, I concentrated on those records 
that contained information about the biography and social circumstances of deaf 
adults. Medical records and documents about deaf children, typically concerning 
their enrolment in deaf school, were of less interest, since they relate to deafness 
as a physical trait rather than its social implications. 

                                                             
24  The protocols were in most cases either printed in one of the papers, or as an appen-

dix. However, in a few cases, the protocols were independently published as book-

lets. Cf. for instance “Protocoll,” TsF 21 (1878), p. 79; Protokoll der Verhandlungen 

des dritten Deutschen Taubstummen-Kongresses zu Nürnberg, [Appendix to the 

TsF 1896]; Protokoll über die Verhandlungen des IX. Allgemeinen Deutschen Taub-

stummen-Kongresses zu Breslau, am 31. Mai und 1. Juni 1914, (n.p.: AATD, 1915). 

25  Deutscher Gehörlosen-Bund e.V., registered office Am Zirkus 4, Berlin. 
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The statistics on deaf people in Germany also emerged as a voluminous 
material, making some demarcations necessary. This selection was made based 
on two criteria: consistency with the previous selection, and type of information 
included in the surveys. Since I concentrated on Berlin, Bavaria, and Württem-
berg in other parts of the study, I used the statistics from these areas, as well as 
those that covered the entire nation. Coincidentally, all of these were reasonably 
detailed in their information about social circumstances of ’the deaf-mutes’, and 
were produced quite regularly for a long time. In addition, I also used statistics 
from the Kingdom of Saxony, since they too fulfilled these criteria. 

To grasp the context of the deaf movement, both in terms of the legal, 
educational, financial, and social possibilities and limitations applying to people 
who were deaf, and the views on deaf people held by the professionals employed 
to administer their lives, professional literature, foremost in pedagogy, has been 
used. Deafness was in 19th and early 20th century Germany above all an 
educational issue, which means that works on deaf education are the best sources 
to general information about the situation of deaf people. Regarding some 
institutions, however, the information in the literature is scarce. Therefore, 
archive material concerning a few asylums for deaf adults, and workplaces with 
deaf employees, has been added. 

Chronologically, the study focuses on the time between 1848 and 1914. 1848 
was the year in which the first German deaf club was formed and thus when the 
movement formally began. Of course, there was a pre-history of people, events, 
and publications leading up to this, which is why the study sometimes reaches 
back to the first half of the 19th century. The second demarcation has been more 
difficult to make, and stands more for necessity than a natural end. The German 
deaf movement, including several organizations founded in the 19th century, still 
exists today. It has gone through several structural transformations, but none of 
them seemed to be a suitable end point. Instead, the outbreak of the First World 
War has to serve as such. For Germany, this meant a profound crisis and resulted 
in far-reaching social, geographical, ideological, and governmental transforma-
tions, so that the German deaf movement during and after the Great War found 
itself in a radically altered context. In order not to end the study so abruptly, an 
epilogue has been added briefly discussing the further history of the movement 
until the takeover by the national socialists in 1933. 

A final note: I have deliberately chosen not to anonymize any of the people 
that appear in the text. First, all of them are long ago deceased. Second, and 
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more important, the anonymizing of these people from the past would give the 
impression that their condition was, in some way, shameful.26  

 

Previous Research 
 
A comprehensive work on the German deaf movement, covering the entire terri-
tory and/or longer periods of time, does not exist. In fact, the clubs and asso-
ciations of deaf people are so unknown even within the scholarly community that 
the origins of the German disability rights movement – defined as groups of 
disabled people demanding self-determination and a subject, instead of object, 
position in the welfare system, and practicing mutual aid – have been dated to 
the Weimar Republic.27 At that point, however, there had been organized deaf 
people for well over fifty years.  

The available research about the German deaf movement focuses on in-
dividual clubs, cities, or deaf leaders. The Hamburg deaf movement is the most 
thoroughly investigated, being the topic of a 2006 monograph by Christian 
Hannen, which, however, focuses mainly on the 20th century.28 The relationships 
between the 19th century Hamburg deaf clubs and leading personalities are also 
the subject of a few articles from 1995 by Renate Fischer, Karin Wempe, Silke 
Lamprecht, Ilka Seeberger, and Iris Groschek.29 Fischer’s work covers wide 
aspects of Deaf History. Especially important to this study have been her studies 
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Das Zeichen 34 (1995): pp. 409-411 
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of the treatment of deaf people in the institutional setting.30 Jochen Muhs has 
done research on the biographies, work, and ideas of certain deaf and hearing 
people who were significant to the 19th century deaf movement. In his articles, 
the biography is always accompanied by a history of the organizations and 
debates they helped shape.31 A similar achievement belongs to Helmut Vogel for 
his biography on deaf teacher Otto Friedrich Kruse.32  

Hans-Uwe Feige has explored the social history of deaf people, with focus 
on the late 18th and early 19th centuries. He uses letters, diaries, and other 
archive material to reconstruct the biographies of what could be designated more 
‚ordinary’ deaf people, rather than famous deaf leaders.33  

Most research in German Deaf History is however about deaf education. Paul 
Schumann’s monumental Geschichte des Taubstummenwesens from 1940 is, al-
though from an oralist standpoint tainted with national socialist rhetoric, a de-
tailed history of the school system and its methods from antiquity onward, focus-
ing on Germany in the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries. A brief history of the deaf 
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movement is also included.34 The most comprehensive work since then is Iris 
Groschek’s 2008 history of the deaf education in Hamburg, which also discusses 
the deaf movement.35 Sylvia Wolff and Günther List have investigated the 
ideology and practice of German deaf education in the 19th century, both 
concentrating on the use of signing versus articulation and lip reading.36 List has 
also surveyed the periodicals of the deaf movement, and Heidi Grötz has 
summarized and analyzed the debate in the Taubstummencourier.37 Joachim 
Gessinger has explored the philosophical roots of the education of deaf people.38 

In some other countries, there has been more research about the history of 
their deaf movements. One that has been most informative to this study is Joseph 
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Murray’s dissertation on the transnational level of 19th and early 20th century 
American and European deaf movements. Murray includes in his study several 
German deaf leaders, organizations, and events.39 Anne Quartararo has written 
the history of the French deaf movement in the 19th century, offering many 
parallels to the developments in Germany.40 John Vickrey Van Cleve’s and 
Barry A. Crouch’s 1989 history of the American deaf movement is one of the 
earliest scholarly works on the subject, and has also been helpful in understand-
ing the German situation.41 Especially in the United States, there is a growing 
body of work on different aspects, apart from the organizations, of Deaf History, 
which has been useful both as inspiration, reference, and examples of theoretical 
approaches. These works are too numerous to mention in the introduction, but 
will be cited in the appropriate sections below. 

 

Disposition 
 
The study is divided into four main chapters, followed by an epilogue and a 
conclusion. Chapter one concerns the view on the deaf from outside. Statisticians 
identified, counted, and described a group of people they called ’the deaf mutes’. 
Legislators determined their rights. Governments and charities assisted them. 
Employers hired them, and institutions confined them. Teachers educated them. I 
will ask what image these instances created of the deaf, and what space they 
allowed for them.  

Chapter two is about the social conditions in 19th and early 20th century 
Germany. The question is how the structure and transformation of society affect-
ed people who were deaf.  

Chapter three examines the history of German deaf organizations, their 
structure, activities, and ideological roots, from their origins and until 1914. The 
question is on what social and ideological basis deaf people organized, and what 
these conditions tell us about the self-images and spaces deaf people created for 
themselves.  
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Chapter four concerns the debate within the movement, and between the deaf 
and hearing authorities; how it was conducted, and what effects it had. The epi-
logue is an outlook at the further development of the German deaf movement 
during and immediately following the First World War. 

 

A Word on Words 
 
From one point of view, this study is about deaf people, more precisely: people 
with congenital or early hearing loss, to a degree that rendered them unable to 
learn, or maintain their knowledge of, spoken language by use of their ears. It is 
not a study about deafened adults or hard of hearing people. These groups were 
already in the 19th century demarcated from the ‘deaf-mutes’.42 

Due to the numerous variations in the physical and social characteristics of 
deafness, it is nevertheless no easy task to decide who counts as deaf, and who 
does not. Today, many have settled on a cultural definition, including those who 
use Sign Language and are affiliated in one way or another with what is called 
Deaf culture. Considering oneself deaf, or Deaf, capitalized to mark the cultural 
(or national/ethnical) content of the term, is a crucial part of being Deaf. Never-
theless, the sensory side of deafness remains important. Children of Deaf adults, 
(CODAs), are often fluent signers and firmly integrated in the Deaf culture, but 
as long as they hear, they are not Deaf.43  

Throughout history, we find people whose deafness, both physically and 
culturally, is ambiguous. Brenda Jo Brueggeman’s suggestion that the charac-
teristic trait of the deaf subject is in fact betweenity,44 implies that a study like 
this one is not the place to install thresholds and to disregard those who were not 
‘proper’ deaf people.  

The terminology to use relating to people who cannot hear continues to be a 
controversial topic. The antiquated term ‘deaf-mute’, and its equivalents in other 
languages, has gone from general acceptance, to criticism of inaccuracy, to today 
being considered derogatory. On the other hand, it was the most commonly used 
word for deaf people at the time in question here.45 In that sense, this study is in 
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fact about ‘deaf-mutes’. Nevertheless, I have chosen to avoid the word in most 
cases and to use it only when discussing terminology and the closely related 
construction of ’the deaf-mutes’ as a demographic group. This is because it 
would be misleading to label this process the construction of ’the deaf’ as a 
group, when that term was in fact not used. To signify my critical position 
towards this and related terms, I write them in single quotation marks (’’).  

Instead, I have chosen to use the word ‘deaf’ in most of the text. Some 
scholars choose instead to write ‘Deaf’ when referring to deaf signers who form 
a community, and deaf when referring to the condition of not hearing.46 
However, knowing when to use this distinction is, to the historian, troublesome 
and may be misleading. The capitalized Deaf was not only invented much later 
than the period studied here, but also implies a certain self-image and cultural 
identification, which often cannot be imposed on the people in the 19th 
century.47 It is my intention to investigate, not to presuppose, the self-image of 
19th century deaf people. Using ‘Deaf’ would suggest that I already decided that 
they saw themselves in a similar way as today’s Deaf. Furthermore, their 
physical ability to hear is impossible to determine today, and of little importance 
to the study. Therefore, there is in this case no real need to distinguish between 
the two sides of d/Deafness. Only when referring to the contemporary concept of 
Deaf(ness), and modern Deaf communities and -people, I will use the capital D. 

In the 19th century, no distinction was made between different national sign 
languages.48 In German, Sign Language was called simply Gebärdensprache 
(”gesture-language”, sometimes spelled Geberdensprache) or Zeichensprache 
(”sign-language”). How much this language had in common with that used in 
contemporary Germany is unknown. Whether there was a German Sign Lan-
guage at the time, or rather different regional languages, is still an open question. 
Therefore, I do not use today’s denomination DGS, Deutsche Gebärdensprache, 
but Sign Language or Sign, capitalized to signify awareness of this as a genuine, 
idiomatic language. 
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