
Deaf Culture Question of the Week - March 2 - 6, 2009 
Bill Newell, Principal, Washington School for the Deaf 
 
Which Greek philosopher first expressed the idea that "Without 
speech there was no outward sign of intelligence, so deaf people 
must not be capable of thinking if they cannot speak."? 
 
a. Socrates (470 B.C. - 399 B.C) 
b. Plato (427 B.C. – 347 B.C.) 
c. Aristotle (384 B.C. - 322 B.C.) 
d. Epicurus (341 B.C. - 270 B.C.) 
 
Scroll down for the answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

  

  

 
Answer: "b" - "Plato's (427 B.C. – 347 B.C.) philosophy of innate 
intelligence. All intelligence was present at birth. All people are born 
with perfect abstracts, ideas and language in their minds and 
required only time to demonstrate their intelligence. Without speech 
there was no outward sign of intelligence, so deaf people must not 
be capable of ideas or language." 
(http://www.aslinfo.com/trivia.cfm) 



 
Later Aristotle (384 B.C. - 322 B.C.) also contributed the notion that 
without hearing deaf people could not be educated. "Aristotle's 
philosophy concerning deafness: Deaf people could not be educated 
without hearing, deaf people could not learn." Greek was the perfect 
language; all people who did not speak Greek were considered 
barbarians. Deaf equals barbarian." 
(http://www.aslinfo.com/trivia.cfm) 
 
These ideas expressed by Greek philosophers contributed to the 
notion that only through speech could the deaf person express 
his/her intelligence and learn. Of course, we know these notions 
about being deaf are completely false. American Sign Language is a 
complete, natural, human language through which deaf children 
develop, learn, express their intelligence and learn other languages. 
For a history of western thought that links ability to speak with 
ability to think and which contributed to the ongoing controversy 
that has surrounded the use of sign language in education of deaf 
children visit: (http://www.aslinfo.com/trivia.cfm) 
 
An excellent book that traces the history of western thought and the 
impact on education of deaf children is Advances in Cognition, 
Education, and Deafness by Dr. David S. Martin. Read the 
introduction to the book here: 
http://gupress.gallaudet.edu/AICEADintro1.html 
 


