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“Our principle requires that we should boldly
review our case”!: From Physical Disability
to a Universally Beneficial Discourse—
Harriet Martineau’s deafness

Anwesha Sengupta

ABSTRACT:
The first woman sociologist and the Victorian thinker Harriet Martineau,

in her autobiography published in 1877, recalls the experience of having 2
mild physical discomfort when she was twelve years old. The physical dis-
ability and the consequential loneliness were so overwhelmingly painful that
her heart cried out to vent her feelings yet the emotions were so intensely
personal that she felt that those around, with their audist outlook, could never

empathize with her sufferings. In her autobiography she pours out her pain
of being considered as nuisance by her mother. Her brother James Martineau’s
letter exonerates their mother, asserting that their sister was an over-sensitive
and attention-seeking girl. The treatment that she got from a family that was
ignorant of the requirements of a child with special needs played a significant
role in bringing change to Harriet Martineau’s observation of the collective
needs of the deaf people. Later, she felt the necessity of writing a letter
addressed to the deaf community, addressing each problem that the hearing
impaired faced and the guidelines to deal with them with perfect prudence
and sensibility. This paper would attempt to examine whether Martineau’s
discourse on deafness was actually the rant of an ostracized woman express-

ing her grievance against a socicly (hat was essentially audist as or it indeed
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projects the contemplations of a social reformer who considered the need tq
alleviate the afflictions of her fellow deaf individuals.

KEYWORDS: autobiography, deaf community, disability, Martineay, djg.
course, audist

In the freshness of her sensitive suffering Harriet shrank from the Norwich
evening parties. Her mother, however, insisted upon her taking her fy]
share of visiting. The case was made worse by the customary errors in
the treatment of deaf persons; namely, the endeavoring to keep up the
illusion that she was not deaf, the occasional assurances that she could
hear as well as ever if it were not for her habits of abstraction, and so
forth, and the imploring her to always ask when she did not hear what was
said, followed by scoldings (kindly meant, but none the less irritating to

the object) when it was found that she had been silently losing the larger
part of a conversation. (Miller 35)

The above extract from Florence Fenwick Miller’s biography titled Harriet
Martineau (2011) projects the predicament of the nineteenth-century aboli-
tionist, socio-political reformer, economist, author and traveller Harriet
Martineau (1802-1876) in a stringent Victorian family and society. Martineau’s
autobiography was written in 1855 and posthumously published by her friend
Maria Weston Chapman in 1877, along with Martineau’s memorials written
by the latter. While one delineates from the autobiography the multifarious
activities Martineau was involved in as a social reformer, the initial part of
the text bears a poignant testament to the physical ailments that she had been
subject to, and her mixed emotions of guilt, frustration, dejection and anger
out of the feeling that she was a nuisance to her mother for her constant
illnesses. She recalls in the earliest phase of her autobiography that “[her]
deafness” “was always ascribed by her mother” to her chronic “diarrhoca”

(Martineau, Autobiography 8). Even during her infancy, she had weak
gustatory and olfactory sensations, which,

stronger and more active visual, auditory and
ing and touch were perfectly good in early
sense of smell; and that of ta
(Martineau, Autobiography 10).

The sense of hearing loss, in its nascent stage, was discovered when Shf‘
was twelve. The autobiography manifests the unexplainable pain of an i“d'f
vidual, with once-perfect auditory sense, gradually progressing towards deal-
ness. The isolation af school started when she had to sit away from the rest
of the pupils and close (o (he teacher, although it was required for optim™

she affirms, was mitigated by
tactile functions— “Sight, hear-
childhood; but 1 never had thi
ste was therefore exceedingly imperiec!
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audibility; but it is from this stage when her exclusion start
in Disabled People in Britain and Discrimination: A Case for Anti-
Discrimination Legislation (1991) argues that in the cightccnth'
teenth centuries, “the members of [the] group” called
“people with sensory impairments such as blindness
of speech™ (Barnes 18). After 1903 this grou
mentally-ill people in its corpus, although thes
same institutions which were attended by their
frequently singled out for special attention by
charities” (Barnes 18). This “special attention” was paradoxical; on the one
hand it gave them a privileged status, as in the case of Martineau, she was
allowed to sit closest to the teacher on a regular basis, while on the other,
it paved the way towards further social exclusion which was generally self-
imposed because the “defectives”, in fear of being embarrassed, secluded
themselves. Harriet Martineau recalls in her autobiography:

ed. Coling Barnes

and nine-
‘defectives” included

, deafness, and the lack
p incorporated epileptic and
€ people had the access to the
abled counterparts, they “were
Victorian philanthropists and

The first distinct recognition of my being deaf, more or less, was when
[ was at Mr. Perry’s,’— when | was about twelve years old. It was a very
sight, scarcely-perceptible hardness of hearing at that time; and the rec-
ognition was merely this; — that in that great vaulted school-room. [...]

I'was excused from taking places in class, and desired to sit always at the
top, because it was somewhat nearer the master, whom I could not always
hear further off. [...] But before I was sixteen, it had become very notice-
able, very inconvenient, and excessively painful to myself. (Martineau,
Autobiography 55)

The pain was overwhelmingly personal, and one can read the suddennetss
of ostracism, mockery, social isolation and dejection that the deaf comm}lnlty
in the Victorian society was subject to. The deafness increased, apd Maf"tm‘eau
either avoided social gatherings or preferred to stay in corners in the tamlly-‘
parties. The “excessive pain” that she mentions in the aut(‘)blc?grapb_y‘ \\‘35[
more psychological than physical—because of the shame of being dlt;¢:n11
from others, which in the anatomical and cultural vocabular)./ was “de .r.‘\.“
live”, as Barnes mentions. John Cranstoun Nevill .in Hurml ‘ﬁilr ;‘;"[;c
(1973) contemplates that the girl was “curiously reticent | L;::: v S
details”™ of her progressive deafness, which “b‘ec‘:ame mid :\rtic‘* because
heavy a burden that she shrank away from visitors an}t ,‘mak;',h or hear”
People had 1o shout and gesticulate and strain lﬁc“t le’ﬂ:n:lt;biugréph_\ bears
(Nevill 21). By eighteen, she was complmly“"’“t' il\,z“ m,mgixrmc.\i about
the impression of her embarrassment in a society that was

the cause of the deaf people:
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My deafness was terribly in the way, both because it made me shy,
bevcause underbred people, like the card-playvers and dancers of a provin-
cial town, are awkward in such a case. Very few people spoke to me; and
[ dare say I looked as if I did not wish to be spoken to. From the time
when | \\"em to London, all that was changed. People began with me as
with a deaf person; and there was little more awkwardness about he;

aring,
when they had once reconciled themselves to my trumpet. (Martineay,
Autobiography 140-141)

and

Such a society looked at deafness from a simplistic point of v
presumed that it could be cured with the use of car-trumpets. Imposing the
usage of such devices, the society neither considered to find out if the deaf
people were comfortable wearing them nor did they care to read their psy-
chological needs because they dismissed it as a defect in a particular sense-
organ. In the recent discipline of disability studies, the society would have

been deciphered as particularly audistic. H. Dirksen and L. Bauman in
Encyclopedia of Disability Studies observe:

lew and

As Humphries defines it, audism is
(either hearing or deaf) that stem fr
superiority of hearing over deafne
education and the science of audio

a set of beliefs held by individuals
om the common assumption of the
ss. [...] Since the beginnings of deaf
logy...educational and medical institu-

eaf persons, claiming
best interests while not allowing them to have a say in the matters that

concern them the most. [.. .] Deaf people have been physically and peda-

gogically coerced into adopting hearing norms, whether they wanted to
or not. (Dirksen and Bauman 141)

The society was not insensitive or une
tal information of deafness and it

made the medical fraternity im
hearing;

mpathetic; it lacked the fundamen-
s nuances. This unfamiliarity with deafhess

POSE ear-trumpet to facilitate Martineau’s
it hardly understood that an adole

In
accident, which I do

begun at that time to use g trumpet ; but no one pressed it upon me; and
I do not know that, if urged, | should haye yielded ; for 1 had abundance
of that false shame which hinders nine deaf people out of ten from doing
their duty in that particular, (Martineau, Amobiogmphy 93)
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[Lis this exposure (o the ignorance of (he nineteently centiry
prompted M:lrl'u.wnu (o talk :||).m|.l tIlv:nlm-,:;:. il Iun;'_ll.n
personal disability but as a discipline ”'f" n'(-,t.:(lr; I
times when there was no prospect of disability
Deaf (1834) became a well-rescarched discourse
from the first-person point of view who had (he

Born in a Victorian family which belicved that 4 child must be subject o
strictest parenting, Martincau was reprimanded rudely ¢
respond (o her parent’s commands or a visitor’s questions, Considering hey
as a disobedient, stubborn, brazen-faced girl who pretended not 1o hear, Mrs
Elizabeth Rankin Martineau took her daughter’s behaviour as 4 marker of i)
bred manners. This assumption of the mother was nof unusual in a family
which was not accustomed to the special needs of a hearing-impaired child.
Fenwick Miller, who has been quoted

at the beginning of this €854y, is right
when she points out that Mrs. Martineau’s rebukes of her daughter’s com-
plete taciturnity in social

gatherings were “the customary errors in the treat-
ment of deaf persons” (Miller 35). It was her attempt to negate the fact to
others and to herself that her daughter was deaf: this further aggravated
Harriet’s problems, and made her withdraw into a shell. She had 4 particu-
larly good ear for music and played piano with élan: the coy, introvert girl
passionately sang Handel’s music in closed rooms away from the ears of the
listeners. Therefore, it was frustrating when her ear did not respond to her
favourite melodies. Things became worse when she was obliged to give up
on her dreams of being a teacher, and most of the times, was confined within
her room while her siblings went on pursuing their dreams. Theodora Bosanquet
in Harriet Martineau: An Essay in Comprehension (1974) commented:

BOCIELY thut
not upholding it as 4
BOTOUS research, In the
,’;Illflltt’., her Letter 1 the
on the cause of the deaf,

lived experience

ach time she did not

Her deafness prevented her from seeking a situation as a governess—the
only respectable position open to young ladies so unfortunate as to lose
their money through the mismanagement of their male relatives. The clever
and competent Rachel went away to teach, but Harriet stayed at home to
do fancy-work by daylight and to write by night. (Bosanquet 32)

Martineau often censured herself for having “pathetic self-pity” ( Martineau,
A”’Obiog”aphy 119) and was tagged as an attention-seeker by her family-
Members—"mere affectations inspired by an unworthy desire to focus ?ub-
lic-attention on herself” (Nevill 10); yet it is impressive to see her co@pthuif
and self-contro] when she restrains her desire to write her persor}ﬂ "Sm”::\‘
of deafness and instead puts in an epistolary address to the ‘deat commjt;f;‘ p»
Meticulously and in a controlled way. Harriet Martineau’s bl't:lh‘:hhm
Martinegy, ina letter titled “The Early Days of Harriet Martincau™, pubie






