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Abstract

This thesis examines the education of deafblind children in the Soviet
Union from early 1925 to late 1960. It focuses on the innovative work of
Professor Ivan Sokolianskii, the pioneer of surdotiflopedagogika (deafblind
education). His formation of a unique pedagogical method for educating
previous uneducable deafblind children revolutionised the discipline. Its
purpose lay within his attempts to provide Soviet deafblind children with the
necessary tools needed for their integration into Soviet society. To be
considered an equal member of society, Sokolianskii initiated the deafblind child
into an intensive educational curriculum which involved the use of self-care
proficiency, language acquisition and sensory technology. In tapping into wider
discourses on Soviet pedagogy and childhood, the thesis analyses how far it was
realistic for deafblind children to aspire to such an ideal and the extent to which
the regime facilitated or hindered their efforts to become accepted within the

Soviet Union.

The thesis explores Sokolianskii’s role in defining and shaping deafblind
education. This involves his tenure as director of the Khar’kov orphanage for the
deafblind in the 1920s and 1930s. It led to the education of the famous deafblind
teenager, Ol’ga Skorokhodova, who was eventually known as the ‘Soviet Helen
Keller’. The final two chapters will discuss the establishment of his research
laboratory at the Moscow Institute of Defectology and his personal tutelage of
the deafblind teenager, luliia Vinogradova in the 1950s. The thesis utilises
Sokolianskii’s personal letters, diaries and reports from both the Khar'kov
orphanage and the Institute of Defectology. In addition, it draws from material
from the Institute of Correctional Pedagogy, the Ushinkii Library for Pedagogical
Sciences and the Russian State Archives. This thesis argues that while integration
was theoretically possible, virtually all deafblind children during this period

struggled to assimilate themselves into Soviet society.
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Note on Transliteration and Terminology

Russian words have been rendered into the Latin script in accordance with the
Library Congress scheme of transliteration. Due to the existence of several
different transliteration systems, when citing secondary literature that does not
adhere to the Library of Congress system, the original transliteration of the text
has been kept in the interest of ease of reference. For ease of reading and
consistency, | have used the Russian spelling of Ukrainian locations, such as

Khar’kov and Kiev.
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Glossary and Abbreviations

ASEEES

APN
besprizorniki
bukvarnyi
defekt
dobukvarnyi

dogramotnyi

child

GARF

guberniia

invalid
Komsomol
krai

Narkomos

Narkompros

oblast’

obuchenie

Association for Slavic, East European

and Eurasian Studies

Academy of Pedagogical Sciences
displaced children

the process of learning literacy

defect

pre-literate stage of the deafblind child

post-alphabet stage for the deafblind

delo, archival file

fond, archival fund

State Archive of the Russian Federation
province

list, page number

a person with a disability

Communist Union of Young People
territory

People’s Commissariat of Education,

UkrSSR

People’s Commissariat of Education,

RSFSR
region

education



ochelovechenie

oligophrenopedagogika

op.

poslebukvarnyi

child
probuzdenie

RSFSR

S-FPS

slepoglukhie
slepoglukhoi
surdopedagogika

surdotiflopedagog

surdotiflopedagogika
tiflopedagogika

UIEM

USSR

VOG

VOS
vospitanie

UkrSSR

humanisation

education of children with intellectual

disabilities
opis, inventory

post-literate stage for the deafblind

awakening

Russian Soviet Federative Socialist

Republic

Connection-Foundation for the

Support of the Deafblind
deafblind

a deafblind person

deaf education

a pedagogue who specialises in

deafblind education
deafblind education
blind education

Ukrainian Institute for Experimental

Medicine (UIEM)

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
All-Russian Society for the Deaf
All-Russian Society of the Blind
upbringing

Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic
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Introduction

In the summer of 1914, Ol'ga Skorokhodova was born into a small
peasant family in the Kherson region in southern Ukraine. At the end of the First
World War, she contracted meningitis at the age of five in 1919. The illness,
which affects the meninges of the brain and spinal cord, permanently robbed

her of all sight and most of her hearing. She remembered that

‘once | regained consciousness, my mother gave me tea with
apricot jam. This time | wanted to open my eyes to see where
the jam was and what colour it was. | opened my eyes — or
so it seemed to me — but | could not see the jam and | could

not learn what colour it was.’?

Orphaned at the age of six after the death of her mother and father,
Skorokhodova was placed at a school for blind children in Odessa after the Red
Army had seized the city during the Russian Civil War in 1920. Her tenure at the
school was wrought with loneliness and frustration. Her worsening deafness
prevented her from interacting with her fellow blind students. She recalled how
‘I shunned the crowd, cried a lot... nobody had time to instruct me individually,
and there was no point in attending class because | could not hear the teacher’s
explanation. When addressing me, they had to shout into my right ear.’? During
these days, she heard little and saw nothing. Not only did she feel alone in a
silent world, contemporary society lacked the necessary institutions for her

successful education.

However, nearly thirty years later, on 15 November 1947, Skorokhodova

published her memoirs, How [ Perceive the World.? The autobiography received

1 Ol'ga I. Skorokhodova, Kak ia vosprinimaiu, predstavliaiu i ponimaiu okruzhaiushchii
mir (Moskva, Pedagogika, 1972), p. 3.

2 |bid.

3 Ol'ga |. Skorokhodova, Kak ia vosprinimaiu okruzhaiushii mir (Sovietskaia Pedagogika,
Moskva, 1948), p. 108.
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enormous praise from the literary and academic communities, and she was
awarded the prestigious first prize of the Ushinskii Prize for Literature. In a

review of her memoirs, Aleksei Leont’ev commented that she

‘paid attention to the remarkable subtlety of descriptions of
the... various types of sensitivity — touch, smell, vibration,
sense, temperature and taste, which replaced her hearing
and sound... [Skorokhodova] not only complemented and
analysed her own feelings, but also the desire to understand
the experiences of others, especially those seeing and

hearing people.’*

Fourteen years later, Skorokhodova successfully defended her PhD thesis at the
age of fifty and was awarded the degree of Candidate in Educational Psychology
in 1961. Her achievements turned her into a celebrity in the USSR and she was
affectionately known as the ‘Soviet Helen Keller’.> She had, to all intents and
purposes, assimilated herself into the body politic and become an accepted

member of wider society.

Skorokhodova’s  accomplishments  were the  triumph  of
surdotiflopedagogika, or Soviet deafblind education. The discipline was
pioneered by the Ukrainian psychologist and pedagogue, Professor Ivan
Sokolianskii. From the early 1920s until his death in 1960, he was the foremost
expert on the education (obuchenie) and upbringing (vospitanie) of deafblind
children in the Soviet Union. He understood the unique set of societal
circumstances which excluded deafblind from the Soviet collective. The
combination of blindness and deafness made it practically impossible for
deafblind children to independently pursue their own education. Without such
education, deafblind children were unable to learn how to communicate with
others, form relationships or even take care of their most basic needs.

Consequently, these children with disabilities were not considered fully ‘human’

4 Aleksei I. Leont’ev, Review of ‘Kak ia vosprinimaiu okruzhauishii mir, Ol'ga
I’'Skorokhodova’, Sovetskaia pedagogika, 3 (1948), p. 108 cited in Aleksandr I.
Meshcheriakov, Awakening to Life (Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1979), p. 37.

5 For further information about Helen Keller, see also Helen Keller, The Story of My Life
(Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1904); Helen Keller, Helen Keller’s Journal (Cedric
Chivers, Bath, 1973).
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within Russian and Soviet pedagogical circles due to their apparent inability to
be educated.® However, Sokolianskii saw it differently. Deafblind children could
be ‘humanised’ through education. He sought to address such isolation through
the establishment of his revolutionary educational framework, titled
‘ochelovechenie’ (humanisation), in which he intended to educate previously
uneducable deafblind children. Using self-care techniques, language acquisition
and sensory technology, Sokolianskii’s pupils were taught to be ‘human’ in a
Soviet context; learning to be independent, engaged, literate individuals who
legitimised their position in Soviet society through an engagement in socially

useful labour.

The thesis will analyse the practical application of Sokolianskii’'s
educational techniques within the ochelovechenie theoretical framework.
Utilizing Sokolianskii’s personal archive of letters, diaries and reports, the thesis
discusses the extent to which his method successfully provided the necessary
tools required for the assimilation and ‘humanisation’ of deafblind children into
wider Soviet society. Tapping into wider discourses on Soviet childhood and
pedagogy, it concludes that while many deafblind children who studied using
Sokolianskii’'s method succeeded in becoming literate, independent individuals,
many of them struggled to find employment in their post-educational lives.
While Sokolianskii provided them with the necessary education to be considered
‘human’ within a Soviet context, their ‘humanisation’ was never fully accepted
by a regime which proved largely indifferent to their circumstances.
Nevertheless, his pedagogical work lay the foundation for future generations of
deafblind children to pursue part-time and full-time employment opportunities.
Not only did he shape surdotiflopedagogika in the Soviet period, Sokolianskii’s
work continues to influence current deafblind education in the present-day

Russian Federation.

Deafblindness and the Soviet ‘Defective’ Child

Disability remains a complex concept, taking on varying, often

conflicting, definitions in different societies. Within a Western context, the

6 Meshcheriakov, Awakening, p. 33.
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individual, or medical, model of disability emerged. It stipulated that the
individual is ‘always determined by their impairment’.” The model emphasized
that it was the individual’s disability (the loss of physical or mental functions)
which prevented them from participating in society. It was closely linked to the
‘personal tragedy theory of disability’, where people with disabilities were
victims of a tragic set of circumstances.® Furthermore, the medical model
includes a rehabilitative ethos, where disabilities could be treated or even
‘cured’.’ These model was based upon flawed assumptions of what was
considered ‘normal’, where any difference from the supposed societal standard

was considered ‘abnormal’, ‘deviant’ or even ‘defective’ in a Western context.

While such terms to describe individuals with disabilities eventually
became outdated and prejudiced in Western societies, it proved to be
substantially different in a late tsarist and Soviet context. Defekt (defect) was
the term for the specific disability, with people with disabilities labelled as
invalid (invalid). Despite the term being utilised in the 1910s and 1920s to
describe disability and the field of disability studies (known as defectology,
which will be discussed in further detail later in the introduction), the term itself
is still used in the present-day Russian Federation.'® While it may have been a
term deemed appropriate for the late tsarist/early Soviet period, it also revealed
the attitudes of the educational professionals towards people with disabilities.
William McCagg, in his analysis of the term, labelled it as ‘a terminological relic
from prerevolutionary Russia.’*! It reinforced the notions of the medical model
of disability, where ‘defective’ or ‘abnormal’ individuals could only be

considered normal through rehabilitation and ‘curing’ their disability. Without

7 Colin Barnes, Geoff Mercer and Tom Shakespeare, Exploring Disability: A Sociological
Introduction (Blackwell Publishers, Cambridge, 1999), p. 67.

& Dimitris Anastasiou, ‘The Social Model of Disability: Dichotomy between Impairment
and Disability’, Journal of Medicine and Philosophy, 38 (2013), p. 443.

9 Sharon L. Synder and David T. Mitchell, Cultural Locations of Disability (University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 2006), p. 8.

10 william O. McCagg, ‘The Origins of Defectology’, in The Disabled in the Soviet Union:
Past and Present, Theory and Practice eds., William O. McCagg and Lewis Siegelbaum
(University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 1989), p. 40; Alex Kozulin and Boris Gindis,
‘Sociocultural Theory and Education of Children with Special Needs: From Defectology
to Remedial Pedagogy’, in The Cambridge Companion to Vygotsky eds., Harry Daniel,
Michael Cole and James Wertsch (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2007), p. 333;
Liya Kalinnikova and Sven Trygged, ‘A Retrospective on Care and Denial of Children with
Disabilities in Russia’, Scandinavian Journal of Disability Research, 16, 3 (2014), p. 242.
1 McCagg, ‘Origins of Defectology’, p. 57.
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such education or training, ‘defective’ individuals were deemed incapable of

leading independent lives within contemporary Soviet society.

Unsurprisingly, the medical model of disability has received substantial
criticism from various Western academics due to its over-emphasis on the
individual.?? Blame on the individual for their ‘deviance’ invariably led to
castigation and exclusion from society due to their perceived differences from
the supposed norm. Such exclusion has manifested itself in the adoption of
state-level practices, specifically in the form of as eugenics.!* With the medical
model seen as a flawed lens for analysis, alternative methods were considered.
During the 1980s, a different approach focused less on the individual with
disabilities but society’s relationship with the individual.'* This social model of
disability was defined as such; ‘the main cause of social exclusion of disabled
people [is] the way society responded to people with impairments.’*® It is society
that disables people, not the individuals themselves. While the medical model
placed the emphasis on the disabled child to conform to the needs of society,
the social model highlighted the need for society to adapt to the needs of the
disabled individual.

Furthermore, the social model identified key differences between

impairment and disability. Dimitris Anastasiou stated that

‘impairment is the functional limitation within the individual
caused by physical, mental or sensory impairment. Disability

is the loss or limitation of opportunities to take part in the

12 Anne Waldschmidt, ‘Disability-Culture-Society: Strengths and Weaknesses of a
Cultural Model of Dis/ability’, European Journal of Disability Research, 12 (2018), p. 69;
Tom Shakespeare, Disability Rights and Wrongs Revisited (London, Routledge, 2013), p.
12.

13 Synder, Cultural Locations, pp. 100-132.

14 Michael Oliver and Colin Barnes, The New Politics of Disablement (Palgrave Macmillan,
New York, 2012); Michael Oliver, ‘The Social Model of Disability: Thirty Years On’,
Disability & Society, 28, 7 (2013), pp. 1024-1026; Michael Oliver, Understanding
Disability: From Theory to Practice (Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2009); Angharad E.
Beckett and Tom Campbell, ‘The Social Model of Disability as an Oppositional Device’,
Disability & Society, 30, 2 (2015), pp. 270-283; Anastasiou, ‘Dichotomy between
Impairment and Disability’, pp. 441-459.

5 Oliver, Understanding Disability, p. 43.
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normal life of the community on an equal level with others

due to physical and social barriers.’®

If disability was simply the existence of ‘social barriers’, then the removal of such
obstacles would theoretically allow for greater participation in society. The
social model of disability proved initially to be extremely successful for people
with disabilities. In becoming a ‘vehicle for developing a collective disability
consciousness’, it had the dual impact of reinforcing the disabled people’s
movement and began the widespread process of removing societal barriers
which prevented individuals with disabilities from engaging with societal

services.Y

However, recent studies have sought to critique the dominant social
model. One of the major criticisms revolved around the distinction between
impairment and disability. Sharon Snyder and David Mitchell stated that ‘by
ignoring impairment, the social model leaves intact the power/knowledge nexus
that defines and interprets impairment.’*® Tom Shakespeare also contributed to
such criticism and questioned the skewed dichotomy of the medical and social
models, stating that ‘from seeing disability as entirely caused by biological
defects, the radical analysis shifted to seeing disability as nothing whatsoever to
do with individual bodies or brains.’'® Likewise, the social model has received
further criticism for its assumption that all people with disabilities are oppressed
by society. Janine Owens stated that such generalisations are not representative
of the experiences of all people with disabilities and that ‘more complexity...
arises because disability is diverse and there has been a lack of appreciation of

the mechanisms of producing disability.’?

Consequently, the criticisms of the social model have led to the
formation of alternative models. One such alternative is the cultural model of
disability, which seeks analyse the experiences and representations of people

with disabilities in cultural spaces, predominantly in the art, theatre and

16 Anastasiou, ‘Dichotomy between Impairment and Disability’, p. 442.

17 Janine Owens, ‘Exploring the Critiques of the Social Model of Disability: The
Transformative Possibility of Arendt’s Notion of Power’, Sociology of Health and llIness,
37,3 (2015), p. 385; Oliver, ‘The Social Model of Disability’, pp. 1024-1025.

18 Synder, Cultural Locations, pp. 10-11.

19 Shakespeare, Disability Rights and Wrongs, p. 17.

20 Owens, ‘Exploring the Critiques of the Social Model’, p. 389.
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literature.? It challenges the social model definition of impairment, seeking
instead to define impairment ‘both [as] human variation encountering
environmental obstacles and socially mediated differences that lends group
identity and phenomenological perspective.”?? The cultural model has been
utilised as mechanism for disabled individuals to reclaim their own definitions
from previously dominant stereotypes of incapacity and defectiveness through
cultural exhibitions. The thesis will examine the usage of the different models of
disability within a Soviet context, where the use of the medical and social models

were adopted throughout the first half of the Soviet period.

With the utilization of various models, it is important to emphasize the
differences between various forms of disabilities, especially with multi-
disabilities such as deafblindness. Deafblindness is a combination of sight and
hearing loss, and its consequences have often been misunderstood. Even the
term itself has provoked criticism.? Previous spellings of deafblindness, such as
‘deaf/blind’ or ‘deaf-blind’, failed to describe the uniqueness of the multi-
sensory disability. In addition, ‘deafblindness cannot be defined by simply
adding deafness to blindness.”?* While individuals with deafness or blindness
may experience the loss of vision or hearing in a similar fashion, individuals with
deafblindness encounter a different set of barriers in comparison. The differing
circumstances of deafblind people isolate them from others who can see or hear
but they retain the shared experiences of individuals with similar sensory

disabilities.

Any individual with any degree of hearing or visual loss is defined as
deafblind.?® This is highly dependent on a variety of interrelating factors. The

timing of their sensory disabilities is fundamental. Whether the hearing or vision

21 Synder, Cultural Locations; Waldschmidt, ‘Strengths and Weaknesses of a Cultural
Model of Dis/ability’, p. 70; Shakespeare, Disability Rights and Wrongs, pp. 47-50.

22 Snyder, Cultural Locations, p. 10.

2 Stuart Aitken, ‘Understanding Deafblindness’, in Teaching Children who are Deafblind,
eds., Stuart Aitken, Marianna Buultjens, Catherine Clark, Jane T. Eyre and Laure Pease
(David Fulton Publishers, London, 2000), pp. 1-34; Harry Knoors and Mathijs P. J.
Vervloed, ‘Educational Programming for Deaf Children with Multiple Disabilities’, in Deaf
Studies, Language, and Education, eds., Marc Marschark and Patrica E. Spencer (Oxford
University Press, London, 2005), p. 83.

24 Catherine Nelson and Susan M. Bruce, ‘Critical Issues in the Lives of Children and Youth
who are Deafblind’, American Annals of the Deaf, 161, 4 (2016), p. 406.

%5 Knoors, ‘Educational Programming’, p. 83.
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loss of the deafblind individual was congenital or acquired has a significant effect
on their formative years. Individuals with deafblindness experience their multi-
sensory disabilities in distinct ways, which have been categorized depending on
the onset of their disabilities: children with congenital deafblindness; those with
congenital hearing loss and acquired vision impairment (and vice versa); and
older individuals with acquired deafblindness later in life.?® Many children
become deafblind due to one of two distinct conditions which causes
deafblindness; Usher’s syndrome and meningitis. Meningitis targets the spinal
cord and, if left untreated in young children, can lead to permanent vision and

hearing loss.

Children with multi-sensory disabilities, unlike those with single-sensory
disabilities, face unique experiences which dictate their propensity for
communication with others, their spatial awareness and their ability to learn.
However, the experience of each deafblind children is unique due to the onset
of their hearing and visual disabilities. The ‘two sensory impairments multiply
and intensify the impact of each other, creating a severe disability, which is
unique.’? In addition, the deafblind child’s disabilities can be misdiagnosed,
especially with deafness being an ‘invisible’ disability in comparison with
blindness. When deafblind children are asked questions in a verbal format, their
lack of response can be interpreted not as deafness, but as an intellectual
disability. Consequently, misdiagnosis had a severe impact upon their further
education as they were often placed within institutional environment which did
not cater for their needs, such Skorokhodova's experiences at the Odessa School

for the Blind.?®

Such Western approaches to disability studies contrasted with the
tsarist and Soviet cases. Tsarist attitudes towards disability ranged from
complete marginalisation in the early-to-mid period to more progressive

approaches in the late tsarist period.?® With the use of terms of defekt and

26 |bid., pp. 83-4.

27 |bid.

2 |bid.

2 For further information on the lives of people with disabilities in the Imperial period,
see also Susan Burch, ‘Transcending Revolutions: The Tsars, The Soviets and Deaf
Culture’, Journal of Social History, 34, 2 (2000), pp. 393-401; Julie V. Brown, ‘Societal
Responses to Mental Disorders in Prerevolutionary Russia’, in The Disabled in the Soviet
Union: Past and Present, Theory and Practice, eds., McCagg and Siegelbaum (University
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invalid, it reflected much of the ingrained prejudicial attitudes towards people
with disabilities seemingly throughout the Soviet period. Such views were
reinforced when a Soviet official was asked at the 1980 Olympic games in
Moscow whether the USSR intended to send a team to the Paralympics, he
replied with the infamous claim that ‘there are no invalids in the USSR!"3° Such
rejection underlined their position, or lack of, within late Soviet society.
However, the regime’s approach towards disability was not always so
unashamedly dismissive. Bolshevik attitudes towards people with disabilities
became linked with the transformative nature of early Soviet utopian thought.
With the success of the October Revolution, the new Bolshevik leaders promised
to remake the state, society and the individual. The old, decadent tsarist
institutions would burn in the fires of Soviet enlightenment to be rebuilt in a
new socialist civilisation. To reconstruct society anew, a class of revolutionary

citizenry, would be required.

Such an idealized view of the populace was based upon the New Soviet
Person; an artificially constructed state archetype which the regime hoped other

individuals could aspire towards.3! The creation of the New Soviet Person was a

of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 1989), pp. 13-37; Julie V. Brown, ‘Peasant Survival
Strategies in Late Imperial Russia: The Social Uses of the Mental Hospital’, Social
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Whirlpool: Russian and Soviet Research Traditions Reconsidered’, Journal of Russian and
East European Psychology, 45, 5 (2010), pp. 36-53; Keith Rosenthal, ‘Disability and the
Russian Revolution’, International Socialist Review, 102 (2016), pp. 1-21; Keith
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Socialist Review, 103 (2016), pp. 1-17; Nicholas Sauer, Disability in Late Imperial Russia:
Pathological Metaphors and Medical Orientalism (Unpublished MA thesis, Youngstown
State University, 2016).
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Soviet humanising project, where the regime redefined the characteristics of a
Soviet person. But what did it mean to be human in the Soviet Union? The new
socialist citizenry was expected to become industrious, erudite, healthy,
collective workers of a Soviet tomorrow.3? The cultivation of such specific traits
served practical purposes. The regime wanted the population to be physically
capable of rebuilding the state in the aftermath of the destruction caused by the
First World War and the Civil War, while also being able to understand the
teachings of Marxism-Leninism and put such theory into practice. Concurrently,
individuals were to work to become the best versions of humanity to achieve
the highest form of human society; where muscular, healthy and virile workers

formed together to turn the dream of a utopia into reality.

Labour was a main tenet of this humanisation project, where individuals
legitimized their position within Soviet society through participating in socially
useful work, often idealized and visualized within industrial or agricultural
settings in the early Soviet period. Being industrious was one aspect of the New
Soviet Person but being able to contribute to the (often literal) construction of
a socialist utopia solidified one’s dedication to the process. In capitalist societies,
one’s labour was exploited by others, but in a socialist society, the individual
participated in labour willingly, understanding that their work led to the
formation of a better society. Furthermore, the participation in socially useful
work was seem as a humanising mechanism for the individual. The process
would shape and mould the individual, leading to formation of ‘human
behaviour and [individual] thought’.3® Sokolianskii himself stated that as ‘the

complexity of his labour increases, his consciousness becomes more

32 For further information on early Soviet healthcare and physical culture, see also Tricia
Starks, The Body Soviet: Propaganda, Hygiene, and the Revolutionary State (University
of Wisconsin Press, Madison, 2008); Susan Grant, Physical Culture and Sport in Soviet
Society: Propaganda, Acculturation, and Transformation in the 1920s and 1930s
(Routledge, London, 2013); Frances L. Bernstein, Christopher Burton and Dan Healey,
eds., Soviet Medicine: Culture, Practice, and Science (Northern lllinois University Press,
DeKalb, 2010); John Hutchinson, Politics and Public Health in Revolutionary Russia: 1890-
1918 (John Hopkins University Press, London, 1990); Susan Gross Solomon and John F.
Hutchinson, eds., Health and Society in Revolutionary Russia (Indiana University Press,
Indianapolis, 1990); Frederick L. G. Clark and Noel Brinton, Men, Medicine and Food in
the USSR (Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1936); Arthur Newsholme and John Adams
Kingsbury, Red Medicine: Socialized Health in Soviet Russia (Doran Company, New York,
1933).

33 Meshcheriakov, Awakening, p. 85.
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complicated.”** Through labour, the individual would become both industrious,
hard-working and achieve consciousness in a Marxist context. It was described

as the ‘work that raises a person to the top of human morality.”3*

Most importantly, the will to labour, rather the actual act of labouring,
remained the essential element of the entire process. It mattered little if the
individual understood the purpose of humanising process of the New Soviet
Person if he or she did not feel the urge to participate. Sokolianskii explained
that ‘the labour of the Soviet person is his need. Therefore, the overall aim of
labour education is the education of the need for labour, the will to labour.’3¢
The will to engage and the act of participating in labour would humanise the
individual, turning them into a hard-working, class conscious part of the
collective. The will to labour would turn the tsarist population into Soviet

citizens, legitimised as vital members of a Soviet community.

Questions remained about the loyalty of the existing populace, where it
was suspected that centuries of adhering to tsarist autocracy, orthodoxy and
capitalism had impacted their ability to truly become devoted Soviet citizens.
The New Soviet Person was also a means of establishing a class of trustworthy
cadres who would provide the backbone for the regime in the post-
revolutionary era. Unlike their parents, children were viewed as ideal candidates
for the formation of a revolutionary citizenship of a future classless utopia.*’
Seen as a ‘blank slate’, they were mouldable to efforts to engineer the ideal
Soviet being.3® While their parents’ lives had been exposed to non-socialist
ideals, children could be trained to embody the very ideals of the New Soviet
Person. By engaging them in productive work, they were to be ‘humanised’ in a

very Soviet way. By becoming the new Soviet vanguard, they would serve as the

34 5o-edinenie. Fond Podderzhki Slepoglukhikh (hereafter S-FPS), f. 1, op. 3.2, d. 31, I.
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37 For further information on childhood in the Soviet Union, see also Catriona Kelly,
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Children and the Soviet State in the Great Patriotic War (Kansas University Press,
Lawrence, 2014); Margaret Peacock, Innocent Weapons: The Soviet and American
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enforcers of Soviet discipline, ideological rigour and steadfastness throughout
the state. In being literal personifications of the New Soviet Person, they would

serve as inspirations to others in the Soviet Union.

However, such idealistic concepts were based upon romanticised
notions of Soviet childhood, especially espoused in expressions of Soviet culture
in the ‘Thank you Comrade Stalin for our Happy Childhood’ posters of the
1930s.3 These children are represented as beaming, healthy children, all gazing
at (and presumably talking with) Stalin himself. Such images stood in stark
contrast to other children who did not adhere to the regime’s unrealistic
perceptions of childhood. By placing children with perceived ‘normal’ bodies on
pedestals for public consumption, it reinforced the image of the ‘perfect’ child,
free of any aberrations, thus excluding those with physical, intellectual or even
moral ‘defects’. What would happen to children with physical or intellectual
disabilities who did not fit this supposed norm? Could deafblind children aspire
to become part of the new industrious, collective revolutionary vanguard or
would the state exclude them for their ‘abnormal’ bodies and ‘defective’
behaviour? Would the Soviet Union consider such individuals with disabilities as
human beings? While the Bolsheviks fought a brutal civil war precisely to
eliminate those who deviated from the established ideological dogma, the early
years of Soviet power was awash with attempts to integrate ‘defective’ children

into the Soviet collective.

The need to assimilate ‘defective’ children remained at the forefront of
the regime’s thinking.*® The besprizorniki crisis, in which millions of abandoned
children were left free to wander around the roads of the urbanised Soviet
Union, forced the Bolshevik authorities to try to integrate them back into

society.*! Such children were living an adventurous, often miserable, existence

39 Jeffrey Brooks, Thank You Comrade Stalin!: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to
Cold War (Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2000).
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41 For further information on the besprizorniki and displaced children in the late tsarist
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on the street. Some were forced, while others willingly participated in
prostitution, gambling and criminal activities. Such escapades from the apparent
future of the party mocked the regime’s message for a better future.
Consequently, the attempts to reform such individuals took on special
importance. Their experience within distinctly non-Soviet subcultures
segregated them from the Bolshevik visions of a socialised future. However, if
they could be converted, then it proved that anyone could become the New
Soviet Person. While the regime had been forced to deal with the besprizorniki

crisis, the utopian drive of rehabilitation struck a note.

However, its application created problems. Perhaps most infamously,
Anton Makarenko’s work at the Gorkii colony and the Dzerzhinskii labour
commune in Soviet Ukraine are flawed examples of the attempted rehabilitation
of morally ‘defective’ children. Using punitive measures to instil a collective
spirit of Soviet élan, Makarenko claimed success due to the children’s
engagement in socially useful work.** At the Dzerzhinskii commune, there was
a ‘real furniture factory and later an optical and precision instrument works. The
latter were financially more remunerative and pupils learnt technically more
skills types of labour.”** Nevertheless, his corrective approach was heavily
criticised: James Bowen explained that Makarenko was ‘unable to understand a
philosophical treatment of what to him were pressing educational problems, he
became derisive of any attempt to analyse educational problems theoretically
and instead took an increasing pride in his own “practicality”.”** Despite some

misguided rehabilitative attempts, the regime’s reformative attitude extended
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to those with sensory disabilities. It led to the expansion of the field of

defectology within the early Soviet period.

Defectology or the study of children with physical and intellectual
disabilities, became the main discipline for such transformative change.* With
its origins from the incursion of the medical profession into the process of
vospitanie in the late tsarist period, it was predominantly based on a medical
model ethos towards people with disabilities, seeking the ‘correction’ of
individuals seen as ‘defective’.*® Boris Gindis defined the various fields of
defectology, which included ‘surdopedagogika (education of the hard of hearing
and the deaf); tiflopedagogika (education of the visually impaired and blind);
and oligophrenopedagogika (education of children with intellectual
disabilities).”*” While deafblind education is not mentioned in this definition, the
discipline itself was formed through a combination of ‘surdo’ and ‘tiflo’ to form
surdotiflopedagogika. The field of defectology contained a rehabilitative spirit,
where defectologists sought to provide individuals with disabilities with the
same educational opportunities as others without disabilities (this will be
expanded upon in further detail in the first chapter). Such attitudes were
expressed by Soviet defectologists and psychologists, such as Vygotskii and

Aleksandr Luriia.*®

4> For further information on defectology and pedagogical attempts to educate children
with disabilities in the late tsarist and early Soviet period, see also Andy Byford,
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Vygotskii revolutionised the field of defectology through the
development of his own social model of disability during the mid-1920s, and
well before similar advances in the Western countries. His social model included
both an awareness of the limitations of the disabled individual’s impairment and
the acknowledgement that social environments disable individuals. Vygotskii
stipulated that the physically disabled child is fully capable of intellectual
progress, in which their disability does not prevent their development. People
with disabilities had been previously branded as uneducable due to their
inability to learn the necessary skills associated with human behaviour, such as
self-care skills, language or even independence. The lack of educational
development meant that many disabled individuals did not enter employment
and remained dependent on others for their subsistence. Gindis explains that
while a disabled child may not be able to learn the use of lower (natural) and
higher (cultural) functions through mainstream teaching methods, they could
still be taught this through alternative methods.* In addition, Vygotskii applied
the compensation theory, in which ‘it was believed that the defect could be
compensated by a heightened sensitivity of intact organs, like tactile sense in
the blind and vision in the deaf.’®® Vygotskii emphasized the role of the

pedagogue in the disabled child’s education, stating

‘the educator must deal not so much with these factors
themselves, as much as with their social consequences.
When we have before us a blind boy as the object of
education, then it is necessary to deal not so much with
blindness by itself, as with those conflicts which arise for a

blind child upon entering life.’>!
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If given the necessary training in their existing sensors and provided
with alternative techniques to learn the necessary skills, Vygotskii posited that
the child could ‘transcend’ their disability. This became the fundamental basis
for his approach towards the education of children with disabilities. Hence, the
Vygotskian method, based upon the social model of disability, fit into the
Bolshevik ethos of transformation and change. Andy Byford explained that ‘the
Bolsheviks invested keenly in child science, seeing it as one of a number of
exciting new strands of the human sciences that could be harnessed for the
purposes of accelerated modernization and revolutionary social engineering.’>?
If disabled children could ‘transcend’ their disability, it established a legitimate
process for disabled individuals to aspire to be New Soviet People. While
previous paths had labelled the disabled as uneducable because of their
disabilities, Vygotskii’'s theories paved a potentially new way towards
acceptance and integration in the Soviet Union. Children would be ‘humanised’
through educatory efforts, where their disabilities would be ‘overcome’ through
compensation theory. Accessible forms of education would assimilate disabled

children into the wider Soviet collective.

Soviet Disability Literature

In recent years, the academic interest in disability studies in the former
USSR and Eastern Europe has grown substantially. Evidence of such interest was
revealed at the recent roundtable on ‘Disability and Bodily Transgressions:
Before and After the Soviet Union’ at the Association for Slavonic, East European
and Eurasian Studies (ASEEES) in November 2017. In a room packed with
academics from fields such as sociology and anthropology to literature and
linguistics, the constructive discussion which took place proved that the field is
in a healthy state, with a plethora of high-quality, interdisciplinary research
being published not only from American institutions, but across the globe. The

roundtable led to the informal discussions for an official study group within

Children’, in The Disabled in the Soviet Union: Past and Present, Theory and Practice,
eds., McCagg and Siegelbaum (University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 1989), p. 70.
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ASEEES focused on the academic interest in disability studies in the former

Soviet Union.

While the future of Soviet disability studies remains optimistic, its
origins date back to the 1980s with the publication of the volume of Soviet
disability history edited by Lewis Siegelbaum and William McCagg.>* The book,
based upon a collection of academic papers given at a conference on ‘The
Handicapped in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe’ in 1985, is split between
two subject areas. The first section examines the complex historical relationship
between the regime, disability and the field of defectology. This includes Jane
Knox and Alex Kozulin’s exploration of Lev Vygotskii’s substantial role in defining
defectology as a discipline. They highlight his dominant role in establishing the
social model of disability within the field of defectology, in which ‘he rightly
called attention to the fact that these children are handicapped only in the eyes
of others and do not perceive themselves as defective.”>* The second section
focuses on the disabled individual’s fluctuating relationship with the regime.
While the authors Stephen and Ethel Dunn detail how the regime expected
individuals to engage in socially productive work, this clashed with disabled
people’s own demands for recognition as equal citizens.>® Paul Raymond
explores how such requests manifested itself through the formation of the

Action Group to Defend the Rights of the Disabled in the USSR.>®

However, despite the promising beginnings of Soviet disability studies,
the field stumbled into an unintended hiatus. It took another twenty-five years
before a definitive multi-disciplinary body of work emerged. Michael Rasell and
Elena larskaia-Smirnova’s edited volume covers substantial geographical and
disciplinary ground, with the extensive use of archival material (which proved

lacking in McCagg and Siegelbaum’s edited volume). Disability is established as
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a lens to view society through, in which it is ‘a highly useful frame for
interrogating how societies relate to and ‘manage’ alterity and otherness.”®’
Within a Soviet context, larskaia-Smirnova and Pavel Romanov’s chapter on
Soviet iconography of disability, drawn from posters and films from the 1920s
to the 1980s, provides an elucidating analysis of how the visual representations
of the disabled reinforced their continued exclusion.®® Likewise, Frances
Bernstein focuses on symbolic and practical importance of state-made
prosthetic aids for individuals without limbs.>® The regime made assurances to
the recipients about the quality of the prosthetic limbs, but such promises were
routinely broken through their poor condition and erratic distribution. The field-
defining volume represents the first attempt since the late 1980s to extend our
understanding and knowledge of the livelihoods of people with a wide range of

disabilities in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.

The volume’s wide-ranging examination of the livelihoods of people
with disabilities means that it suffers from a lack of focus on a specific disability.
In the past few years, several nuanced histories of the livelihoods of people with
sensory disabilities have emerged. The study of deafness in the Soviet Union is
identified in Claire Shaw’s recent book on the formation of a Soviet Deaf
identity.®® With their marginalized social position in the late tsarist era, she
posits that deaf individuals sought to establish themselves as equal citizens
within the new Soviet project. Utilising the ideological framework of the New
Soviet Person, it explores how deaf individuals were expected to remodel
themselves during the construction of socialism. Seeking to become
independent citizens within Soviet society, they sought to ‘overcome’ their

disability through their participation in the workforce, to become valued, equal
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members of Soviet society. In addition, the All-Russian Society of the Deaf (VOG)
acted as a catalyst for expressions of Deaf identity, collectiveness and culture.
Shaw explores how deaf actors fashioned their own selfhood through
demonstrations of Deaf culture in the 1950s, specifically through the
establishment of the Moscow Theatre of Sign and Gesture in 1957.5 Performing
for hearing and deaf audiences, they were facilitators for Deaf cultural
production and helped establish a renaissance of Deaf culture in the post-Stalin
period. Shaw successfully traces the ever-changing position of deaf people
within the Soviet Union, through the establishment of VOG in the 1920s, which
eventually led to the establishment of an engaged, included deaf community in

the post-Stalin era.

Much like deafness, the study of blindness has also received attention
from the academic community. Maria Galmarini focuses on the rehabilitation of
Soviet blind veterans of the Second World War, or the Great Patriotic War, into
the workforce. Despite the regime’s rehabilitative ethos of ‘trudovoi put” (‘the
road to labour’), she examines how many of the veterans experienced

2 Unaccustomed to their post-

disenfranchisement and marginalisation.®
disability isolation, they were employed within jobs they believed were beneath
their status as war veterans. Galmarini juxtaposes their experiences with the
oral and written testimonies of a minority of blind veterans who thrived in the
post-war period. Drawing upon the autobiographies of two blind veterans of the
Second World War, Aleksandr Malyshev and Arkadii Shan’gin, she explores how
they both refused to associate themselves with the negative connotations of
disability and sought to recast themselves as citizens at the first ranks of society.

Despite the positive intentions of such veterans, Galmarini correctly identifies

that the ‘trudovoi put” model simply ‘did not challenge deep-rooted
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conceptualizations of disability as a marginalizing or disciplining category.’®3
Nevertheless, Galmarini does not assess whether such marginalisation was
expressed by other disabled veterans with other forms of sensory disabilities, or

whether it differed for blind veterans.

The study of disabled veterans of the Second World War has proven to
be a fruitful source of scholarly investigation.** Robert Dale focuses on
repudiating ingrained myths about the fate of disabled veterans in Leningrad
after the Second World War. Prevalent Soviet myth had suggested that after a
mass-round up, thousands of disabled veterans, many of whom were vagrants
and beggars, were institutionalised at the labour colony on the Valaam
archipelago. However, Dale rejects the Valaam myth, arguing that not only were
these veterans not rounded up in large numbers, but the Valaam dom (home)
only contained a small proportion of disabled veterans. He posits that not only
did disabled veterans struggle to integrate themselves into post-war Soviet
society, but the ‘Valaam myth has served as a convenient shorthand for the

exclusion of Great Patriotic War invalids.’®

Despite their apparent elevated status in the post-war period as
‘invalids of the Great Patriotic War’, Mark Edele identifies the wildly different
circumstances many disabled veterans found themselves in the immediate post-
war period. While a few disabled veterans rose within Soviet society to become
some of its valued, productive members, many more were left resentful towards
the regime for its inconsistent distribution of state pensions.®® In a similar vein,
Beate Fieseler analyses how the state provided little or no help to most veterans
for their reintegration efforts. This was despite the regime’s obligation in

assisting disabled veterans attempts to assimilate into post-war society through

& Ibid., p. 669.

84 For further information of Soviet visual culture and disabled veterans, see also Lilya
Kaganovsky, How the Soviet Man was Unmade: Cultural Fantasy and Male Subjectivity
(University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 2008); Claire E. McCallum, ‘Scorched by the
Fire of War: Masculinity, War Wounds and Disability in Soviet Visual Culture, 1941-
1965’, The Slavic and East European Review, 93, 2 (2015), pp. 251-285; Alexandre Sumpf,
‘War Disabled on Screen: Remembering and Forgetting the Great War in the Russian and
Soviet Cinema, 1914-1940’, First World War Studies, 6, 1 (2015), pp. 57-79.

8 Robert Dale, ‘The Valaam Myth and the Fate of Leningrad’s Disabled Veterans’,
Russian Review, 72, 2 (2013), p. 277.

% Mark Edele, Soviet Veterans of the Second World War: A Popular Movement in an
Authoritarian Society (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2008), pp. 81-101.
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training schemes and qualification programmes. The demands of the regime on
Soviet industry during the post-war reconstruction process trumped the needs
of the disabled veterans, in which ‘it was no longer important that they had
become disabled while defending their homeland.’®” With a clearly expanding
body of literature on disabled veterans, future studies should consider the
current gaps in veterans with intellectual disabilities or mental health issues,

often brought on by the trauma experienced during their service.

Explorations of the experiences of deafblind individuals in the Soviet
period have been limited to a few studies conducted by Western and Russian
scholars. Irina Sandomirskaia has provided several assessments of
surdotiflopedagogika through the medium of language. In her book Blokada v
Slove (A Blockade of Language), she focuses on the experiences of two deafblind
women, Ol'ga Skorokhodova and Varia (last name unknown) in the pre- and
post-war periods. Varia’s ‘humanisation’ process is observed by Skorokhodova,
where Varia moves from ‘a state of “savagery” to a more normal, meaningful
way of life with a clear understanding of what was happening to her.”®® She
focused on the similar relationship between language and Soviet deafblind
education in her article from 2008, focusing specifically on the relationship
between Skorokhodova and the famous Soviet writer, Maksim Gorkii.®
However, Sandomirskaia’s approach fails to highlight the significance of self-
care skills as a foundation for further educational development for all deafblind
children nor does it identify whether language proficiency led to future

employment, the primary aim of Sokolianskii’'s method.

Tat’iana Basilova’s concise book on the history of deafblind education in
the Soviet Union remains the primary text on the subject.”? She traces the
emerging field of surdotiflopedagogika from its early origins in the 1920s,

through Sokolianskii’s work at the Khar’kov orphanage for the deafblind and the

67 Beate Fieseler, ‘The Bitter Legacy of the ‘Great Patriotic War’: Red Army Disabled
Soldiers under Late Stalinism’, in Late Stalinist Russia: Society between Reconstruction
and Reinvention, ed., Juliane Flurst (Routledge, Abingdon, 2006), p. 58.

% Jrina Sandomirskaia, Blokada v Slove: Ocherki kriticheskoi teorii i biopolitiki iazyka
(Moskva, Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2013), p. 420.

8 Jrina Sandomirskaia, ‘Skin to Skin: Language in the Soviet Education of Deaf-Blind
Children, the 1920s and 1930s’, Studies in Eastern European Thought, 60, 4 (2008), pp.
321-337.

70 Tat’iana A. Basilova, Istoriia Obucheniia Slepoglukhikh Detei v Rossii (Eksmo, Moskva,
2015).
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work of his protégé, Aleksandr Meshcheriakov, at the School for the Deafblind
at Zagorsk. Utilising some of Sokolianskii’s personal letters, the book provides
an excellent narrative of Sokolianskii’s application of his ochelovechenie theory
within successive learning environments. While Basilova’s book work will be
referred throughout the thesis, it remains a basic history of the discipline. It does
not attempt to place Sokolianskii’'s method within the wider academic
discussions of Soviet disability nor does it situate surdotiflopedagogika amongst

other approaches in deafblind education in other countries.

The thesis attempts to situate itself amongst the historical studies into
Russian and Soviet disability studies in several ways. With previous Soviet
studies focusing on the experiences of individuals with single disabilities, the
thesis will provide a comprehensive analysis of individuals with multiple
disabilities and consider how their experiences differed in comparison.
Furthermore, previous studies have tended to revolve around the experiences
of a specific demographic, such as disabled veterans of the Great Patriotic War
or Soviet workers with blindness. This thesis will turn the attention to children,
linking their experiences within the Soviet conceptions of childhood and
Sokolianskii’'s own attempts to educate and bring up such children. Finally, this
thesis utilises a series of case studies to demonstrate the nature and impact of
Sokolianskii’'s work within surdotiflopedagogika. In utilising the experiences of
the students at Khar’kov children’s home in the 1920s and 1930s and luliia
Vinogradova’s education in Moscow during the 1950s, it assesses the practical
application of Sokolianskii’s ochelovechenie theory amongst multiple individuals
with deafblindness within the former Soviet Union. Amidst fluctuating
definitions of humanity in the 1920s and 1950s, the thesis will examine the
validity of the ‘humanisation’ process of Soviet deafblind children under
Sokolianskii’s care and whether such children were fully assimilated into wider

Soviet society.

Chapter Layout

In this spirit of revolutionary change, Soviet pedagogues employed the
Vygotskian approach during their forays into defectology. Sokolianskii’'s own

ochelovechenie method was based precisely on this theory of transcendence.
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Sokolianskii explained that ‘a characteristic feature of the deafblind child is that
despite being quite normal, he is incapable of full mental development. Under
normal circumstances, he is unable to achieve even the most primitive mental
development and will remain disabled for life.””* Sokolianskii’s approach to
surdotiflopedagogika was an acknowledgement that the combination of both
deafness and blindness made it practically impossible for such children to be
educated on their own. Without the child’s immersion in the ochelovechenie
method, Sokolianskii believed that deafblind children would be unable to
communicate, form relationships or even take care of their most basic needs.
Without such skills, the deafblind children would be become illiterate,
uneducated individuals and uninvolved with socially useful labour. Children with
deafblindness needed an alternative, accessible path for their education, which

utilised their primary sense; touch.

Through touch, deafblind children would be able to learn the necessary
skills of self-care, literacy and language to be able to assimilate themselves into
wider Soviet society. Their experiences through this education process would be
their ‘humanisation’ into the Soviet collective, as espoused by Sokolianskii. The
thesis will focus on the theoretical basis and practical application of
Sokolianskii’'s ochelovechenie method within specific case studies at the
Khar’kov children’s home during the 1920s and 1930s and luliia Vinogradova’s
experiences at the Moscow Institute of Defectology in the mid-1950s. It will
examine how the blend of psychology, pedagogy and use of sensory technology
were all tools employed by Sokolianskii to achieve his vision of a ‘humanized’
deafblind child; one capable of being able to live as an equal Soviet citizen

without the assistance of others.

The thesis follows a chronological format. The first chapter identifies the
origins of surdotiflopedagogika in the last years of the Russian Empire and the
fledgling Bolshevik state. Sokolianskii’'s pedagogical career began with his
graduation from the St. Petersburg Institute for Neuro-Psychiatry, where he
spent extensive periods working with deaf and deafblind children. Using his
fervent Marxist leanings in the aftermath of the October Revolution, Sokolianskii

sought to apply his newly-established theories of deafblind education into the

"1 GARF, f. 10049, op. 2, d. 339, I. 3.
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establishment of a research centre, school and orphanage in the Soviet
Union. With the foundation of the institution for deafblind education in Khar’kov
in 1923, the second chapter discusses its inner workings. An eclectic mixture of
psychologists, pedagogues and educationalists combined to facilitate
Sokolianskii’s practical application of his ochelovechenie method. The thesis will
explore the trial-and-error approach to deafblind education employed at the
orphanage; nine deafblind students, including Ol'ga Skorokhodova, were
initiated into an intensive educational curriculum. The thesis will evaluate
whether the use of self-care training and the development of literacy skills,
through newly-built sensory technology such as the ‘reading machine’, was
successful in creating independent, industrious and literate individuals during

the 1920s and 1930s.

The latter half of the thesis analyses Sokolianskii’s fall and rise in
immediate pre- and post-war Soviet period. With the destruction of the
Khar’kov orphanage after his arrest at the height of the Great Terror in 1937,
Sokolianskii unexpected release from prison more than a year later signalled his
return to surdotiflopedagogika. With his de facto rehabilitation confirmed with
the founding of a small research laboratory for the deafblind at the Moscow
Institute of Defectology in 1950, he honoured the legacy of the Khar’kov
orphanage through the education of a new cohort of deafblind children.
Sokolianskii’s personal tutelage of a young teenage girl with deafblindness, luliia

Vinogradova, is explored in the final chapters.

In the third chapter, luliia’s experiences within her family home in the
village of Boroshovo will be examined. Her highly developed spatial awareness,
memory and cognition skills combined with her rudimentary knowledge of
gesticulation placed her as an ideal pupil for further education at the research
laboratory. luliia’s induction into the Moscow Institute of Defectology in January
1955 forms the basis for the fourth and final chapter. The death of Stalin had
initiated a series of state-wide discussions about the definitions of Soviet
humanity and citizenship. With its roots in the rehabilitative ethos of the 1920s,
Sokolianskii’s ochelovechenie method faced questions about its application in a
post-Stalinist context. The chapter will assess luliia’s education under
Sokolianskii and compare her experiences with the former students of the

Khar’kov children’s home, including Skorokhodova.
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Finally, the conclusion assesses the impact of Sokololianskii’s teachings
on the livelihoods of deafblind children. His work with Skorokhodova, luliia and
many other deafblind children gave them the freedom to make choices in the
post-Stalinist era. Without his pedagogical intervention, these children would
have never had the opportunities to write, work, socialise and communicate
with others. While most of his former students did struggle to integrate
themselves into Soviet society, the tools they had learnt under Sokolianskii’s
tutelage made their previously unattainable attempts at integration possible.
With the formation of the deafblind school in Zagorsk in 1963, Sokolianskii lay
the foundation for all future explorations of deafblind education and pedagogy

in Soviet Union.
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1 The Origins of Surdotiflopedagogika

‘Those who hear sounds
Those who see the sun, stars and the moon,
How does she describe beauty without beauty?

How will she understand without hearing sounds and spring?...

Words without sound — feelings of trepidation —
| catch and hear with a quick hand. And for the mind, for the heart,

I’'m ready for love. So, like the smell of a gentle flower...

| will see with my mind, | will hear with my feelings
And | will dream the dream, but how?
Will everyone describe the beauty of beauty?

Will it smile clearly to me like a bright light?’?

This poem was included in Ol'ga Skorokhodova’s last book, How |/
Perceive, Imagine and Understand the World Around Me, which was published
in 1972. It represents her thoughts about her education within Sokolianskii’'s
‘humanisation’ process. Her childhood experiences of isolation and rejection are
expressed in the opening stanza of the poem, where she explains that others
have doubted her ability to fully understand a world that she cannot see or hear.

More significantly, it engages with the inherent doubt expressed by others

1 Ol'ga I. Skorokhodova, Kak ia vosprinimaiu, predstavliaiu i ponimaiu okruzhaiushchii
mir (Moskva, Pedagogika, 1972), p. 621.
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about Skorokhodova’s humanity; can she truly be considered ‘human’ if she
cannot fully interact with the world? Her doubts are encapsulated with her

initial feelings of anxiety in the opening of the second stanza.

However, such reservations are quashed through her involvement in the
ochelovechenie method. In learning sign language by being able to ‘catch and
hear with a quick hand’, Skorokhodova utilised one of her existing primary
senses as a foundation for education. In utilizing touch, she learnt how to write
and read, which eventually led to her publication of several autobiographies and
this very poem. However, the poem strikes a forlorn tone in its final stanza.
While emphasizing that her education has allowed her to see and hear in a
different way, she remained dependent on others. While Sokolianskii’'s
ochelovechenie method may have provided the necessary tools for the deafblind
to be able to live in Soviet society, it poses questions about whether they could

achieve full independence which will be addressed throughout the thesis.

This chapter explores the origins of surdotiflopedagogika in the late
tsarist and early Soviet periods. It will place Russian attempts at deafblind
education within the wider Western context. Previous efforts in the discipline
had been attempted in France, Spain and the United Kingdom, but it was in
Boston, in the United States of America, where the first successful attempt at
deafblind education took place. Samuel Howe’s formation of a teaching method
for the education of the deafblind teenager, Laura Bridgman, with its emphasis
on language acquisition, became the model for future attempts in deafblind
education. This included the education of the most well-known person with

deafblindness, Helen Keller.

Concurrently, the chapter will examine the Russian tradition of disability
education, in which the formation of medical-pedagogical institutions in the late
1880s and 1890s led to a renaissance in the field. Many of the recurrent themes
of rehabilitation and integration lay the foundation for the recurrence of similar
concepts several decades later, but under the guise of socialism. Their work,
which remained relatively free from state influences from the late tsarist to the
early Soviet period, led to the formation of defectology as a discipline for the
study and education of children with physical and intellectual disabilities. One

such institution, known as the St. Petersburg Shelter, catered for the needs of
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deafblind children and its approach influenced the establishment of

Sokolianskii’s own method.

Finally, the chapter will examine the intricacies of Sokolianskii’s
ochelovechenie method, in which he emphasized the importance of the
formation of self-care skills over literacy. His criticism of Western attempts at
deafblind education focused on a flawed emphasis on the acquisition of literacy
skills, the relegation of the importance of self-care skills and, what he deemed,
an unnecessary role of religion in their upbringing. In addition, Sokolianskii also
condemned the pedagogues at the St. Petersburg Shelter for their preference
for the oral method over sign language, which had severe consequences for
both deaf and deafblind individuals in Russia and further abroad. Sokolianskii’s
construction of his own unique method for deafblind education merged with
established Bolshevik thought on religion and anti-Western sentiment. It fit into
the wider attempts by a Soviet state which emphasized rehabilitation and
assimilation for people with disabilities. Sokolianskii sought to provide the
necessary tools for the deafblind child to be able to integrate themselves into
Soviet society. Through their mastery of self-care, language and literacy, they

would be able to forge their own independent lives.

Deafblind Education before the October Revolution

Individuals with deafblindness remained largely ignored in written
accounts from commentators in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It was
only through the medium of disability education that such individuals, most of
them children, became of interest. It was in the late eighteenth century when
the French educator, I’Abbé Deschamps, established a basic framework for
deafblind education. The formation of an accessible form of communication
between the teacher and the deafblind individual was deemed necessary.?
Likewise in 1795, a Spanish philologist, Lorenzo y Panduro identified touch as
the main vehicle for communication. He even explained how to utilise raised
script to teach the deafblind, stating ‘I would have the blind-deaf-mute touch

[raised letters]... then | would present him with the word ‘bread’ in raised

2 Catherine Nelson and Susan M. Bruce, ‘Critical Issues in the Lives of Children and Youth
who are Deafblind’, American Annals of the Deaf, 161, 4 (2016), p. 407.
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letters; | would have him take a piece of bread and taste it, and in this way, |
would make him understand what the word ‘bread’ meant.”® Despite previous
experiences in teaching deaf children, neither Deschamps and Panduro worked
with deafblind children. In this period, deafblind education remained theoretical

rather than practical.

One of the first detailed accounts of a deafblind child was written by
James Wardrop, a Scottish ophthalmologist. While in London in 1810, he
attempted to remove cataracts from the eyes of a congenitally deaf child, James
Mitchell. While Wardrops’s short book does not go into specific detail on
deafblind education in the period, it provided a nuanced examination of
Mitchell’s behaviour. Wardrop observed the child’s excellent spatial awareness,
use of his teeth to examine objects and willingness to explore unknown
environments.* In addition, Mitchell had developed his own form of gesture-
based communication with his father. When Mitchell’s eyes were examined by
Wardrop, he ‘signified to his father, by touching his eye-lids with the fingers of
both hands, and imitating the examination of his eyes.”> Wardrop’s surgery did
not go as planned and the boy remained visually impaired. According to Nelson
and Bruce, ‘several British scholars concluded that nothing could be done for
him and went on to state that deafblindness was the most crippling of

disabilities.’®

Despite these previous observations, prevalent Western thought in the
early nineteenth century concurred that deafblind education was theoretically
impossible. Ernest Freeberg explained that contemporary thinkers applied John
Locke’s concept of the blank slate (or tabula rasa) to establish that an
individual’s mind is built through their experience of the material world.” They
speculated that the multi-sensory disabilities prevented them from formulating
such understanding. Freeberg encapsulated their thought, stating ‘in a sense, a

deaf and blind person would be soulless, doomed to remain in the vacant state

3 Gabriel Farrell, The Children of the Silent Night (Perkins Publications, Watertown,
1956), pp. 7-8.

4 James Wardrop, History of James Mitchell: A Boy Born Blind and Deaf (John Murray,
London, 1813), pp. 7, 10-14.

5 |bid., p. 18.

6 Nelson, ‘Critical Issues’, p. 407.

7 Ernest Freeberg, ““An Object of Peculiar Interest’: The Education of Laura Bridgman’,
Church History, 61, 2 (1992), p. 195.
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of tabula rasa in which Locke had supposedly suggested all babies are born.’®
He also cited William Blackstone’s statement on the deafblind in common
English law, in which ‘[they are] in the same stage as an idiot; he being supposed
incapable of any understanding, as wanting all those senses which furnish the
human mind with ideas.’”® Such attitudes relegated deafblind individuals to the
lowest of the low, unable to learn or exist within the confines of modern society.
It neglected their existing senses of touch and smell, in which previous writers

had suggested legitimate techniques for successful deafblind education.

However, this changed with the education of Laura Bridgman at the
Perkins School for the Blind in the United States of America.° Founded in 1829,
the school was established as the primary residence for the education of blind
pupils in Watertown, Massachusetts. One of the founders of the school was the
abolitionist, Dr. Samuel Howe, who played a fundamental role in the school’s
continued growth into the main centre for blind education in the United States.
Howe, who was also involved with the abolition movement, sought out
expertise from other schools focused on disability education. He visited the
American Asylum for the Deaf (now the American School for the Deaf) in
Hartford, Connecticut, to observe teaching techniques. While he was there, he
observed and met Julia Brace, a deafblind woman living amongst other deaf

students.!

Despite being deafblind, she had been enrolled into the school due to
the lack of facilities for individuals with auditory and visual disabilities. Before
her enrolment, Brace had developed her own form of tactile gesticulation with
her family. This tactile gesticulation, also known as naturalised or organic
gestures, was a common amongst deaf and deafblind individuals who lacked the
knowledge of formalised sign language, such as American Sign Language.

Naturalised gestures formed through the individual’s familiarity with their

& |bid.

° William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England (Philadelphia, 1771), p. 304
cited in Freeberg, ‘An Object of Peculiar Interest’, p. 195.

10 For further information on Laura Bridgman’s education, see also Elisabeth Gitter, The
Imprisoned Guest: Samuel Howe and Laura Bridgman, the Original Deaf-Blind Girl (Farrar
and Strauss, New York, 2001); Ernest Freeberg, “More Important than a Rabble of
Common Kings’: Dr. Howe’s Education of Laura Bridgman’, History of Education
Quarterly, 34, 3 (1994), pp. 305-327; Freeberg, ‘An Object of Peculiar Interest’, pp. 191-
205.

1 Freeberg, ‘An Object of Peculiar Interest’, p. 195.
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immediate environment, specifically their examination of the objects within the
environment. The person’s relationship with such objects and the environment
defined the types of gestures used and created. Consequently, naturalised
gestures are almost entirely unique to each individual child. Most significantly,
Brace’s acquisition of the naturalised gestures punctured the previously
asserted claims that deafblind education was an impossibility. If Brace could
learn her own, unique forms of tactile gestures, Howe speculated that other
deafblind individuals could be taught ASL. However, Brace’s transition from her
naturalised gestures to a more formalised language system proved to be
unsuccessful. The teachers at the school only managed to expand upon her
knowledge of naturalised gestures and attempts to teach her ASL and even the

English language did not come to fruition.?

It was in 1837 in which Howe met Laura Bridgman. She had survived a
bout of scarlet fever which had removed her sight, hearing, taste and smell,
leaving her with touch as her only remaining sensory organ. She lived with her
parents, who realised that she needed specialised assistance. They were ‘finding
it harder to control their child, relying increasingly on physical force to check her
rebelliousness.”** Hence, they placed her education into Howe’s hands at the

Perkins School.

2 Freeberg, ‘Dr. Howe’s Education of Laura Bridgman’, p. 308; Freeberg, ‘An Object of
Peculiar Interest’, p. 194.
13 bid.

41



Figure 1.

Laura Bridgman and Samuel Howe, c. 184114

Drawing upon Denis Diderot’s treatise titled the ‘The Letter on the
Blind’, Howe adopted the need for tactile experiences during the teaching
process.’ The learning process began through the attachment of notes with
raised Braille cells onto different objects; eventually she would realise that the
objects were denoted with a different pattern of Braille cells.'® This process,
which took several months of repeated exercises, came into fruition when
Bridgman learnt to distinguish between the names of the objects. Once
Bridgman had established the connection between language and her
surrounding environment, she advanced to the formation of the words through

letter assortments.t” Within five years at the Institute, her knowledge of the

14S-FPS, f. 1, 0p. 8, d. 192, I. 22.

15 Denis Diderot, Diderot’s Early Philosophical Works, trans. and ed. Margaret Jourdain,
(The Open Court Publishing Company, Chicago, 1916), p. 78.

16 Braille itself had been developed by its creator, the French teenager Louis Braille,
whom devised his own form of alphabet to aid his own blindness. This eventually
became the modern form of binary writing and was eventually taught to the visually
impaired, blind and deafblind across the world.

7 Freeberg, ‘Dr. Howe’s Education of Laura Bridgman’, p. 309.
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Braille, known as the Braille script, had blossomed, she had learnt American Sign
Language and had begun to write, a process in which ‘her pencil [was] guided
by specially grooved paper.’*® In addition, Howe utilised pedagogical approaches

which encouraged Bridgman to experience the world through touch.

‘[He] filled his cabinets with many wooden models and
specimens of flora and fauna, feeding his students’ tactile
understanding of the natural world. Likewise, he devised and
printed raised maps, mathematical diagrams and musical
scores to reveal to her a world that was not only dominated

by sights and noises but defined by its tactile feel.’*®

She had successfully become the first deafblind child educated in the use of a
tactile-based script, sign language and the dactyl alphabet. Unlike Julia Brace,

Bridgman became extremely well-read and pursued literary projects.

While Bridgman did become a literate, engaged individual through her
education under Howe, there were questions about her true independence at
the Perkins School. Even though she had received a formal education in Braille
and sign language, Bridgman remained largely dependent on the resources at
the Perkins School. She supplemented her living with sewing but did not achieve
a level of independence that was envisioned by later pedagogues, such as
Sokolianskii. While Howe's aims were only to show that deafblind individuals
could be educated, much was revealed of Howe’s views of Bridgman'’s status at
the school, where ‘Howe compared her skills at that point to those of “a very
knowing dog” who was eager to perform tricks only in order to win her teacher’s
approval.”?° Despite realising that deafblind children were capable of education,
Howe perpetuated beliefs that such children were not to be considered fully
human. In nineteenth-century America, it seemed that the difference between
a human and a ‘knowing dog’ was the independence displayed by the deafblind
child. Such independence was established through a specialised learning
curriculum. The views expressed by Howe and others in nineteenth-century

America were comparable to the attitudes stated within Soviet

18 |bid., p. 310.
19 |bid., p. 312.
20 Freeberg, ‘An Object of Peculiar Interest’, p. 197.
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surdotiflopedagogika. Within both nineteenth-century American and early
Soviet deafblind education, the children deemed to be not fully human and only
through a ‘humanising’ process (accessible education in this case) would they

achieve the level of humanity acceptable for the rest of the society.

While Howe did not overtly refer to his education framework as a
‘humanising’ process, it was lauded by social commentators, journalists and
even famous authors, including Charles Dickens. He visited the Perkins School
to meet Bridgman and Howe in 1842. His recounting of the meeting in his
travelogue American Notes, pushed Bridgman, Howe and the Perkins School
into international fame and recognition.?! More than forty years later, it was
through this book that Kate Adams, the mother of Helen Keller, contacted the
Perkins School to admit her daughter as a student in 1886. Helen Keller, perhaps
the most well-known deafblind person to the present day, began her education
at the Perkins School in 1888 under the tutelage of Ann Sullivan, a teacher with
existing vision loss, who worked at the school.?? Her initial education followed
Bridgman’s, with the first step of the method focusing on language acquisition.
She was shown objects which had attached Braille embossed labels, which
helped her learn Braille script. In addition, Keller learnt American Sign Language,
the dactyl alphabet and verbal speech, which led to her enrolment into

mainstream schooling at the Cambridge School for Young Ladies.

By 1904, she became the first deafblind person to receive a university
degree. Keller’s post-education livelihood contrasted with Bridgman’s. While
Keller became an internationally renowned author and speaker on
contemporary issues of the period, Bridgman remained at the Perkins School in
relative poverty, in which she assisted in the education of other blind and
deafblind children. While Keller held an exalted status as the most well-known
deafblind individual in contemporary society, Bridgman’s initial fame from
Dickens’ writings faded and she remained an isolated, frustrated figure at the

Perkins School. Nevertheless, the educational methods of Howe and Sullivan,

21 For further information on Dickens’ meeting with Bridgman, see also Charles Dickens,
American Notes [first published in 1842] (Cambridge Schools Project, Cambridge, 2008),
p. 32.

22 Keller, Story of My Life, pp. 296-384.
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cultivated at the Perkins School, were validated through the education of other

deafblind children in the United States.

Keller’s adulated status in international society attracted both praise
and criticism. While she was heralded as an example of the wonders of science,
she received scorn from an equally well-known Russian writer, Maksim Gorkii.
He criticised her not from his position as a writer, but as a Marxist revolutionary,
disparaging her religious affiliations and her exploitative practices. He recounted

his meeting with Keller to Sokolianskii on 25" August 1933:

‘I saw Helen Keller in 1906 in New York, it was none other
than William James, in Harvard, Boston, who advised me to
‘acquaint myself’ with this ‘wonder’... Helen Keller made an
unpleasant, even grim impression on me: she appeared to be
an affected, very temperamental and extremely spoilt girl.
She talked about God and how God disapproved of the
revolution. In general, she reminded me of those ‘blessed’
and ‘holy’ nuns and ‘pilgrim women’ whom | have seen in our
villages and convents. She was surrounded by a collection of
old maids, who flustered around her as if she was some kind
of parrot, whom they had trained to talk... It was obvious,

that Keller was a business operation for her retinue.’?®

Much of the criticism aimed at Keller focused on her education. While Howe had
introduced a strictly non-religious emphasis into Bridgman’s education, Keller’s
teachers, including Sullivan, fully incorporated religion into the teaching, much
to Gorkii’s obvious annoyance. In addition, his observation of Keller’s personality
traits was also a subject for further criticism by Sokolianskii himself (which shall
be discussed in further detail later in the chapter). Despite Gorkii’s tepid opinion
of Keller, the meeting was fundamental to his own interest in deafblind
education, which led to his growing sponsorship of Sokolianskii’s research and

his patronage of the Khar’kov orphanage for the deafblind.

In tandem with advances in Western special education, similar forays

were made in Imperial Russia during the 1880s to 1900s. However, in previous

23 Letter, Maksim A. Gorkii to lvan A. Sokolianskii (25™ August 1933) cited in Aleksandr I.
Meshcheriakov, Awakening to Life (Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1979), p. 37.
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decades, the experiences of children with disabilities had been wrought with
stigma. They were perceived to be amongst the ‘defective’ elements of society,
in which they were grouped together with criminals, waifs, hooligans and other
perceived ‘undesirables’ of Russian society.?* Such attitudes were echoed by
Vladimir Lenin himself, who formed a list of individuals unfit for labour in 1898,
‘people undergoing correction, Mahommedan girls, non-Russians belonging... to
small nationalities, members of fanatical sects, the blind, deaf and dumb,
chronic inebriates, the diseased, and the criminals.’® If labour was a legitimising
mechanism for Soviet citizens, especially those who were considered ‘deviant’
members of society, then Lenin’s views on the capabilities of such individuals
raises concern about the validity of work as a legitimising process. While the
approach was widely adopted in the 1920s as part of a reformative attitude, it
is nevertheless intriguing that the very leader of socialist project deemed that
such people with sensory disabilities were incapable for labour. In addition,
‘defective’ members of society were seen not simply as suffering from a
temporary ailment, but from a permanent, hereditary condition. The concept
was espoused within the theory of degeneration (vyrozhdenie), a dubious
amalgamation of theories of Lamarckian inheritance and fears of Western
civilizational decline, which placed the blame on ‘tainted’ members of society,
which included those with disabilities.® It was debated whether such individuals

were permanently ‘defective’ or whether they could be reformed.

It was through the field of defectology, in its tsarist incarnation, that
some of the Russian medical profession believed that children with ‘defects’
could be transformed. This led to the formation of educational-medical facilities

which catered for the upbringing of children with physical and intellectual

24 Liya Kalinnikova and Sven Trygged, ‘A Retrospective on Care and Denial of Children
with Disabilities in Russia’, Scandinavian Journal of Disability Research, 16, 3 (2014), p.
234.

% Vladimir I. Lenin, ‘Gems of Narodnik Project-Mongering’, Collected Works, trans.
George Hanna (Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1972), pp. 476-477.

26 Degeneration theory had been discussed in Russia since the 1860s, in which Vasilii M.
Florinskii, a professor in obstretrics, was the first person to discuss the theory within
academic circles. For further information on degeneration theory, see also Bénédict
Morel, Traité des dégénérescences physiques intellectuelles et morales de I'espéce
humaine et des causes qui produisent ces variétés maladives (Imperial Academic Library
of Medicine, London, 1857); Daniel Pick, Faces of Degeneration: A European Disorder, c.
1848-1919 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1989); David Horn, The Criminal
Body: Lombroso and the Anatomy of Deviance (Routledge, New York, 2003); Beer,
Renovating Russia, pp. 39-43.
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disabilities. The institutions were administrated within different bodies; either
as small private facilities, managed by the medical professionals themselves or
as part of a wider body of institutions underneath religious-philanthropic
organisations.?” The smaller institutions focused on the specific desires of the
medical-educators but often lacked the funding needed for truly transformative
change. In contrast, the religious-philanthropic foundations received substantial
donations from the Russian nobility and middle-class, which led to a higher
intake of pupils. Such patronage tapped into the humanistic tradition
established in the Enlightenment and a uniquely Russian spirit of compassionate

philanthropy, known as metsenatstvo.?®

One of the first private establishments built was the Medico-
Educational Establishment (vrachebno-vospitatel’noie uchrezhdenie) in 1882 in
St. Petersburg.?® The institution, run by the doctor-educator Ivan Maliarevskii,
educated children with perceived ‘defects’, a category which included juvenile
offenders and those with physical, intellectual or learning disabilities. He
adopted a similar approach shown by juvenile correctional facilities (an
approach utilised by Makarenko and others in the early Soviet period), which
utilised labour to transform perceived ‘defective’ children into socially
productive citizens.3® Labour was the humanising mechanism, where the
individual’s defect would be ‘cured’ through proving their usefulness to modern

society through the participation in labour.

Another similar institution was the School Sanatorium for Defective
Children established in 1908 in Moscow. Vsevolod Kashchenko, the school’s
founder, defined ‘defect’ not within a degenerative sense with its links to
heredity, but by the ‘harmful influence of the children’s homes and schools.”3!
Most significantly, Kashchenko viewed disabled, or defective, individuals as

humans capable of reformative change. In contrast to Maliarevskii’s labour-

27 Andy Byford, ‘Lechebnaia Pedagogika: The Concept and Practice of Therapy in Russian
Defectology, c. 1880-1936’, Medical History, 62, 1 (2018), pp. 72-73.

28 For further information on charitable institutions in the late tsarist period, see also
Adele Lindenmeyr, Poverty is not a Vice: Charity, Society, and the State in Imperial Russia
(Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1996); Phillips, ‘No Invalids in the USSR’, p. 5.

2 Byford, ‘Lechebnaia Pedagogikd’, p. 76; Kalinnikova, ‘Care and Denial of Children’, p.
232.

30 Byford, ‘Lechebnaia Pedagogika’, p. 76.

31 |bid., p. 79.
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intensive method, Kashchenko adopted a strict emphasis on ‘re-upbringing’
(perevospitanie), which included a melody of physical exercises, mandatory
silence while eating meals, strict dietary requirements and daily routine.?? While
aspects of Kashchenko’s method may have proved to be dubious, it was still an
attempt to provide children with disabilities with the skills needed to integrate
into wider Soviet society. Kashchenko’s attempts at integrating ‘defective’
children led to the development of defectology as a unique Russian (and
eventually Soviet) discipline, which focused on the education and upbringing of

children with disabilities.33

Deafblind education took place for the first time at one of the publicly
funded institutions in St. Petersburg during the late tsarist period. The
institution, an educational shelter specifically for children with disabilities,
existed within the charity, ‘The Shelter of the Brotherhood in the Name of the
Queen of Heaven’ (Priiut Bratstva vo imia Tsaritsy Nebesnoi).3* The first shelter
was established in St. Petersburg in 1894, before other such institutions were
established in Kursk (1902), Moscow (1905) and Viatka (1907). The St.
Petersburg Shelter was run by the pedagogue-defectologist Ekaterina Gracheva
and she focused initially on the upbringing of both children with physical or
intellectual disabilities. The aim of her educational method was to provide a
‘holistic view of children’s needs’ and the ‘training of children in literacy and

productive labour, [and the] schooling of religious rites.’®

In the first year of the shelter, they took in only two students with
physical and intellectual disabilities (this would later increase to 134 by 1907).
One of the deafblind students admitted into the Shelter was a seven-year old
girl named Shura. Gracheva described her first encounter with her on 8%

October 1894:

‘It was about 2 o’clock when Shura was brought [to the

shelter] ... what a wretched creature! Her hands were

32 |bid., p. 80.

33 Kashchenko is seen as one of the founders of the discipline. For further information,
see also William O. McCagg, ‘The Origins of Defectology’, in The Disabled in the Soviet
Union: Past and Present, Theory and Practice eds., William O. McCagg and Lewis
Siegelbaum (University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 1989), pp. 40-42, 49-51.

34 Kalinnikova, ‘Care and Denial of Children’, p. 232.

35 |bid., pp. 232, 234.
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broken; her legs shrivelled. She is blind, deaf and dumb.
While the nurse filled the bath, | tried to feed Shura with
milk, but it ran out of her mouth. Shura’s mother took out a...
rather dirty cloth, chewed on some black bread, wrapped it
on the cloth and put it in her mouth. We were advised to buy
a horn —for a seven-year old girl. While we bathed Shura, she
moaned piteously, but when she was put into a warm bed
and covered with a cotton blanket and a white coverlet and
| gave her the horn with the warm milk, she soon fell asleep.
Her mother bowed down to her feet, then sat down beside

the bed and wept; the first time | saw true tears of joy.’3¢

Gracheva understood that children with multi-sensory disabilities needed
unique pedagogical assistance if they were to be fully educated. For nearly ten
years, the shelter remained the sole institution which catered for the specific
requirements of the deafblind children. While only a few children with multi-
sensory disabilities were admitted into the school, Gracheva utilised her
experience with children with intellectual disabilities to establish educational
systems. She also enlisted the help of other educationalists and pedagogues to
assist with the process, who ‘found it convenient to base part-time clinics at such
shelters.”3” This included the assistance of the neurologist Vladimir Bekhterev
(founder of the St. Petersburg Psycho-Neurological Institute), the psychiatrist

Viktor Opisov and the educationalist Mikhail Bogdanov-Berezovskii.®

Bogdanov-Berezovskii’s role in deafblind pedagogy was not only
educational. He penned an article on 24" December 1908 in the Russian
newspaper New Times (Novoe vremia). The article, titled ‘The Soul in Prison’
(Dusha v temnitse), described the lives of deafblind children at the St. Petersburg

shelter.?® Not only did the article explain to an unknowing public the multi-

36 Ekaterina Gracheva, ““Dnevnik: 36 let sredi bol’nykh detei” cited in Khananii S. Zamskii,
Umstvenno otstalye deti: Istoriia ikh izucheniia, vospitaniia i obucheniia s drevnikh
vremen do srediny XX veka (Moscow: NPO Obrazovanie, 1995), p. 357.

37 Byford, ““Lechebnaia Pedagogika’, p. 73.

38 Andy Byford, ‘V. M. Bekhterev in Russian Child Science, 1900s-1920s: “Objective
Psychology”/“Reflexology” as a Scientific Movement”’, The History of Behavioural
Sciences, 52,2 (2016), pp. 99-101; Tat’iana A. Basilova, Istoriia Obucheniia Slepoglukhikh
detei v Rossii (Eksmo, Moskva, 2015), p. 22.

39 Tat’iana A. Basilova, ‘100 let obucheniia slepoglukhikh v Rossii: nekotoryie i
perspektivi’, Drugoie detstvo, 1 (2009), pp. 227-228.
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disability aspect of deafblind children, it was a deliberate ploy to elicit
philanthropic handouts from the Russian aristocracy. Not only did the St.
Petersburg shelter receive a large influx of donations from wealthy members of
tsarist society, there were calls for the establishment of a single charity
dedicated to care, upbringing and education of deafblind children and adults.
Such an organisation, titled ‘The Charitable Organization for the Deafblind’
(Obshchestvo popecheniia o slepoglukhonemykh), was formed on 15" May
1909, with Bogdanov-Berezovskii as the deputy-chairman.® Initially, unlike the
‘Queen of Heaven’ network of shelters, the ‘Charitable Organization for the
Deafblind’ did not establish its own medical-educational institutions. Instead, it
provided the funds to the ‘Queen of Heaven’ foundation for the education of

deafblind children within the St. Petersburg Shelter.

However, by August 1910, they had established the Deafblind Care
Home in St. Petersburg. The charity enlisted the aid of Mariia Zakharova, a
pedagogue, to run the kindergarten section for the deafblind in the care home.*
She was tasked with the education of the seven pupils with deafblindness within
the home.** The aims of the school matched the reformative ethos of similar
institutions at the time and foreshadowed Bolshevik attempts a decade later. It
stated that ‘a) the Society opens schools, care homes, and havens for deafblind
minors, and provides benefits to families that have deafblind children. b) The
Society sets up workshops, cheap apartments, hospices, and the like for adult
deafblind people that can work.”** Apart from the use of ‘oral method’ (which
will be discussed in further detail later in the chapter), little information remains
on the actual educational techniques or methods utilised by Zakharova. Despite
the public and pedagogical desire to create a centre for deafblind education, the
entry of the Russian Empire into the First World War proved disastrous to such
efforts. The military draft drained away many pedagogues, educational
assistants and orderlies to the frontlines, while the donations which had

supported the institution were used to support the war effort. While the

40 |bid., p. 228.

41 Irina Sandomirskaia, ‘Skin to Skin: Language in the Soviet Education of Deaf-Blind
Children, the 1920s and 1930s’, Studies in Eastern European Thought, 60, 4 (2008), p.
323.

42 Tat’iana A. Basilova, ‘100 let obucheniia slepoglukhikh v Rossii: nekotoryie i
perspektivi’, Drugoie detstvo, 1 (2009), p. 228.
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Deafblind Care Home continued to exist until October 1917, it was closed after

the new Bolshevik government put into place a state-wide ban on charities.*

Ivan Sokolianskii

The origins of the methodology behind Russian attempts at deafblind
education lay within the work conducted within Gracheva’s shelter and the
society for the care of deafblind children and adults. The culminative
pedagogical work of Gracheva, Bogdanov-Berezovskii and Zakharova, formed
the basis of deafblind education in the pre-Soviet period and its first incarnation
on Russian soil. While their pedagogical advances had been halted due to the
chaos caused by the October Revolution and the following Russian Civil War,
their work laid the foundation for Sokolianskii’s own intervention into the field
of surdotiflopedagogika in the Soviet period. However, much like the
examination of the pre-Soviet pedagogues of deafblind education, it is equally
important to understand Sokolianskii’'s own background, education and
personal history to place him within the wider context of disability education.
Such experiences led to him becoming the leading pedagogue within the field of

surdotiflopedagogika.

Ivan Sokolianskii was born on 25™ March 1889 into a family of Kuban
Cossacks, in the village of Dinskaia in the Krasnodar krai.*® While he had been
born in Russia into a Cossack family, he identified with his family’s strong
Ukrainian roots. It has been suggested that he was deaf in his right ear, but
whether this was congenital or acquired is unknown.* His first experience with
individuals with sensory disabilities was with his nanny, who was deaf. Through
her, he learnt basic sign language, which he used in conversations with his nanny

and her deaf parents, who lived next door.*” His experiences with members of

4 Basilova, ‘100 let’, p. 228; Basilova, Slepoglukhikh Detei, p. 28.
4S-FPS,f.1,0p.1,d.1,1. 2.

4 Tat’iana A. Basilova, ‘O Sokolianskom i yego metodakh obucheniia glukhikh i
slepoglukhikh detei, tak interesovavshikh Vygotskogo’ Kul’turno-Istoricheskaia
Psikhologiia, 3 (2008), p. 9.

47 The term ‘Russian Sign Language’ was not formally used until 1991, in which the terms
used for sign language varied from ‘mimed speech’ to ‘signed mime’. Michael Pursglove,
‘The Silent Minority: Deaf People in Russia since 1991’ in The New Russia, ed., Michael
Pursglove (Intellect Books, Oxford, 1995), pp. 57-58.
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the deaf community served as a motivation for extended work with people with

sensory disabilities.

After his eighteenth birthday, he enrolled at the St. Petersburg Psycho-
Neurological Institute from 1908 to 1910. While he studied under Bekhterev, he
was offered the opportunity to work with deafblind children at Gracheva’s
shelter. While it is unclear what specific role he had or whether he worked with
the deafblind, we know that he observed the children weaving baskets of bark.*
It may have influenced his own method, in which children with sensory
disabilities could engage in productive labour. The experience at the shelter had

a profound effect on him:

‘his words were filled with the love and warmth of the deaf
and blind people. | began to dream of working with deaf and
blind people. | imagined myself as a happy husband if my
wife was Helen Keller. | kept repeating that | loved these
people, and | was horribly offended by the savageness of

society and nature.’*

Sokolianskii’s wish to have a deafblind wife raises questions about his
relationship with his deafblind students. With several of his students being
young women, Sokolianskii may have enjoyed the position of power over the
young women with multiple sensory disabilities. Furthermore, it fit into the
relationship between gender and disability. Disability has often been feminised,
with disabled individuals being considered dependent and helpless, while the
able-bodied individual is associated with masculinity, often associated with
autonomy and power.*® While Sokolianskii’s comments were expressed at the
very beginning of his career in deafblind education, his desire for a deafblind
wife may have linked in a need to be in a position of authority over young,

female students with deafblindness.

48 Tat’iana A. Basilova, ‘lzuchenie sostava uchrezhdenii dlia slepoglukhikh detei’,
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After the completion of his studies at the Institute in St. Petersburg, he
was invited to work at a school for deaf education in the city Alexandrovsk of
the Ekaterinoslavskaia gubernii in 1910. The school was run by its patron, Feliks
Movchanovskii, who, with its primary pedagogue Nikita Lagovskii, turned it into
an internationally renowned institution known for its progressive attitudes
towards deaf education.®! He reserved high praise for the Alexandrovsk school
for the deaf, in which he stated that ‘I started working in this school in its period
of prosperity, when it was not only the Russian pearl of deaf education, but also
an internationally renowned school... in this school, there were floral sundials in
the flower gardens, there were Moorish lawns in school... All this impressed the
foreigners.”>? The school itself adopted a labour-intensive work curriculum,
which emphasized the teaching of skills in agricultural and workshop-based
settings. The children held partial responsibility over the maintenance of 120
hectares of farms run by the school itself. The school had its own ‘farm
machinery factory and typography’ in which it inducted the children into

specialised training courses to operate specialised machinery.>?

Despite only being twenty-one years of age, Sokolianskii managed to
procure placements at several prestigious conferences and visits which revolved
around disability pedagogy. His successful work at the Alexandrovsk school
encouraged Movchanovskii to pay for his trip to Moscow to attend the All-
Russian Congress for the Education of Deaf and Mute People in late 1910.%* He
presented a paper on deaf education and Ukrainian vernacular, in which he
insisted on the importance of teaching deaf students their native tongue.> His
conclusions were drawn from his own expressions of Ukrainian identity and
language. Such beliefs eventually drew him into conflict with tsarist (and
eventually Soviet) attempts to limit expressions of Ukrainian nationalism and

self-determination.

51 Alexandrovsk was the name of the city until it changed in 1921 to Zaporozh’e.

52| etter, Ivan A. Sokolianskii to Bronislav B. Smirnov (28 August 1960) cited in Basilova,
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53 Basilova, Slepoglukhikh Detei, p. 69.
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Trudy Vserossiiskogo s"ezda deiatelei po vospitaniiu, obucheniiu i prizreniiu
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In the early 1910s, he defined his relationship with his colleagues
depending on their opinion on Ukrainian sovereignty, explaining that he asked
‘did they accept the right of Ukrainians to be called a nation, did they accept
their right for their own language, etc. If they did not accept it, then these people
were idiots, fools and bastards to me.”*® He even reserved such scorn for
Bogdanov-Berezovskii, a close associate of the St. Petersburg shelter, in which
he stated that he ‘was a bright man, but mean and cold-hearted... he did not like
Ukrainians and did not recognise them as a separate nation.”> While his quest
for self-determination for Ukraine drew him many friends amongst the
Ukrainian intelligentsia during his work in Khar’kov, it was used repeatedly by
the Soviet authorities as a reason for his arrests and imprisonment throughout

the 1930s.

Despite his own nationalist views of Ukrainian statehood and language,
this did not impact upon his wish to enter the field of disability education. The
culmination of his upbringing amongst deaf individuals, his educational training
at the St. Petersburg Psycho-Neurological Institute and his placement at the
Aleksandrovsk school helped establish Sokolianskii’s desire to help individuals
with disabilities. He stated that ‘Il began to develop an interest in compensating
for the lost senses first in the form of an improvement of the methods of
teaching and upbringing [of disabled children].”>® Sokolianskii’s immersion into
the field of disability education continued throughout the early 1910s. In 1913,
he travelled across northern Europe with other pedagogues, psychologists and
educationalists to visit European institutions for the education of deafblind
children. This included the well-known state funded orphanage for deafblind
children in Potsdam in Germany, in which Sokolianskii met the deafblind
women, Gertrude Schutlz. She had struggled to become literate during her
education in the 1880s and 1890s, and it was only in 1903 in which she was
transferred to the newly established school under the remit of Pastor Gustav
Reimann.>® Not only did she learn the dactyl alphabet through similar methods

utilised during Bridgman and Keller’s education, she ‘learnt to articulate all
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speech sounds with the help of the vibration method, and, although her diction

remained monotonous, she was able to keep up a conversation.”®°

Sokolianskii continued to tap into the vast network of European
pedagogy, which had adopted its own approaches towards deafblind education.
This included the religious education of Marie Huertin, a deafblind girl, at the La
Sagesse Nunnery at Larnay during the 1890s.°* The research trip was
understood as a means of examining the then current Western approaches to
deafblind education, to see if such attempts could be applied in Russian cases.
Consequently, Sokolianskii returned from the trip with his own opinions about

the state of tsarist deafblind education and how it could be improved.

The beginning of the First World War prevented his return into the
discipline. While Sokolianskii avoided the initial enrolment because of his
deafness, he was still drafted into the army in 1915. He served in a series of
military convoys which travelled through the Caucasus, Turkey and Afghanistan
during the war. According to Basilova, he established a rapport with the deaf
individuals amongst the local populations, who served as guides for the
convoy.®? While he continued to serve in the army during the February
Revolution, he was elected to revolutionary military commissions immediately
after the October Revolution in 1917.% His election to the Regional Council of
Workers and Peasant Deputies in Thilisi in 1918 led to his forced exile from the

army and he was placed under surveillance in Alexandrovsk.%*

It was only after he moved to Uman, which was taken by the Red Army
in 1919, that he was free to pursue his educational pursuits. While he may have
been relatively young, Sokolianskii’s experience in the field and socialist leanings
placed him in a valued position within the early Bolshevik attempts at
rehabilitative education. Byford explained that ‘the Bolsheviks were keen to
mobilise all expertise available to them, including, prominently, that of medical

professionals already working in this domain.’®> With the besprizorniki situation
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reaching its peak in the early 1920s, they needed experienced pedagogues to
combat the crisis. While he remained a pedagogue in sensory disabilities, he
gained a plethora of experience within the Ukrainian People’s Commissariat of
Education (hereafter Narkomos) within the newly formed Ukrainian Soviet
Socialist Republic (Ukrainskaia Sovetskaia Sotsialisticheskaia Respublika,

hereafter UkrSSR).%®

After the city of Uman was taken by the Red Army in 1919, Sokolianskii
helped establish a school for deaf children within the city. He was also appointed
the head of the Department of Education in the city until September 1920.5” He
was made the head of all higher education institutions in the city of Kiev and
became a member of the Provincial Education Body (Gubnarobraz). His joined
the Bolshevik party in 1920, which came in tandem with his rise through the
state apparatus. His specialist work with children with sensory disabilities
continued to reap institutional positions within the Bolshevik educational

hierarchy.

In July 1920, he was elected in absentia to the All-Russian Congress for
the Struggle against Child Defectiveness, Delinquency and Homelessness
(Vserossiiskii s”’ezd po bor’be s detskoi defektivnost’iu, prestupnost’iu i
besprizornost’iu) for his ‘outstanding specialism in physical defectiveness’.®® It
went in tandem with his newly elected position to the All-Russian Congress on
Children’s Defectiveness from Ukraine (Tsentral’noe biuro vserossiiskikh s”ezdov
po detskoi defektivnosti ot Ukrainy).%® He was tasked, like many other Soviet
pedagogues at the time, with dealing with the besprizorniki crisis. He worked
extensively with Makarenko (who became a close friend and supporter of his
methods) predominantly in Khar’kov, which had become the new capital of the

UkrSSR. Sokolianskii assisted Makarenko’s work with the Cheka to address the

8 Matthew D. Pauly, Breaking the Tongue: Language, Education, and Power in Soviet
Ukraine, 1923-1934 (University of Toronto Press, London, 2014), p. 4.

67 Basilova, ‘O Sokolianskom’, p. 10.
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besprizorniki crisis between 1921-1922, in which they worked to establish the

state-funded Poltava Colony for delinquent and homeless children.”

In addition to his roles with Narkomos, Sokolianskii was elected as a
member of the Central Committee of the Komsomol in Ukraine in 1923.7 His
attendance at Komsomol events had a striking impact on the formation of his

eventual methodology on deafblind education; he stated that

‘infant emotions modernity and organization on the base of
these emotions of positive knowledge must be a starting
point for the construction of the methodology. Infant
emotion is the beginning of “knowledge”, the source of the
“interest”, “activity”. Through the formation of infant
emotion, it is necessary to move towards inculcation of

knowledge.’”?

In this context, Sokolianskii highlighted the importance of the child’s sentiments
towards their environment, which formed the basis for their involvement, or
interest, in activities within that environment. This was expressed through the
child’s fulfilment of their basic needs. For example, if a child cries due to being
hungry, the child learns to react to the situation if their desires are satiated.
Once the child understood that their basic needs could be satisfied, it formed
the basis for the child’s induction into the educational process. Basilova
explained that ‘he saw infant emotionality as a fundamental component in the

educational process of children.’”®

In addition to his growing list of roles within the regime’s educational
apparatus and the Komsomol, he continued to rise within traditional academic
channels. He was appointed the Professor of Defectology at the Khar'kov

Institute of People’s Education (Khar’kovskii Institut Narodnogo Obrazovaniia,

70 The colony was named after Gorkii in 1923 and became the basis for Makarenko’s
book, The Road to Life. Basilova, Slepoglukhikh Detei, p. 73.
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1917-1932 (Routledge, London, 2011).
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hereafter Khar’kov Institute) in 1923.7* In his newly appointed role, he was
instrumental in efforts to reform the faculty of defectology at the Khar’kov
Institute. Through the establishment of Medical Pedagogical Cabinets
(Vrachebho-pedagogicheskie-kabinety), he organised the department into
separate sections; pedagogy and research.”” While he headed the pedagogy and
reflexology section, his colleague, V. Protopopov oversaw research. Within the
pedagogy and reflexology department, he split it into separate sections which
focused on a specific disability; blindness, deafness, intellectual disabilities and
deafblindness. It also included boarding facilities for homeless children, orphans
and those away from home. Sokolianskii’s reorganization of the Khar’kov
Institute’s department for children with disabilities received both support and
funding from the Ukrainian Commissariat of Education.”® The department for
deafblind education within the Khar’kov Institute emerged as the primary
location for surdotiflopedagogika in the Soviet Union. It was the start of a new
era of Soviet deafblind pedagogy; where the first generation of Soviet deafblind
children would be educated under Sokolianskii’s tutelage within the framework

of the ochelovechenie method.

The Ochelovechenie Method

The key motivations for Sokolianskii’s interest in deafblind education
remained his ironclad sense of equality. His immersion within the field of deaf
and deafblind education, his interactions with individuals with sensory

disabilities and his own political beliefs led him to conclude that

‘there are no special brains... or geniuses or talented people.
There are normal brains, which means that every one of us
has this ‘genius’ brain, every mediocre person has the same

kind of brain capable of genius creations.”””

To Sokolianskii, it was the societal conditions, not the individual, which impacted

on their ability to utilise their mind. He adopted the Vygotskian social model as

7 |bid., p. 72.
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the basis for his method. He explained that ‘give me the brain of a normal,
ordinary man and define the perfect conditions, | would make him a genius.’”®
If societal conditions were changed, then the child would no longer be

considered disabled.

Within such thinking, he twinned the impact of societal conditions on
disability with the Bolshevik attempts to form a new society. Science would be
the guiding hand of the revolution, to be practised free of the archaic practices
of the tsarist era. No longer inhibited, it would now be unleashed on society to
cure its ills, reshape its citizens and overcome nature itself. In one of
Sokolianskii’s written documents, he discusses the impact of various disciplines
of physiology and psychology on the deafblind and criticizes the specific forces
which have held back such disciplines. In doing so, he launched an attack on
nature itself, personifying nature as ‘not a rational mother’.”® He continued his
criticism, stating that ‘[nature] is a relentless, pointless prostitute and long ago
ceased to be a mother for humanity.”® Sokolianskii believed that nature was
working against the best interests of socialist society, specifically the deafblind
child. He criticized nature’s targeting of children who acquired hearing or vision
loss through random selection. However, science, through its various disciplines,
would provide the means for education. He stated that ‘physiology has brought
the deafblind child... knowledge.’”®! The conditions of the pre-revolutionary
society had proved unsuitable for deafblind children. Such social circumstances
only excluded deafblind children, while Soviet society would seek to assimilate

individuals with disabilities.

Concurrently, tsarist society, with its veneration of religion, market
forces and indentured servitude of the masses, formed precisely the very
conditions which disabled such children. Only through successful class struggle
would the ideal perfect societal conditions for the disabled child be created, and

he stated that

‘Soviet science, armed with true science of Marx-Engels-

Lenin-Stalin... does not and cannot know the obstacles in its

78 bid., I. 59.
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path, penetrating the deepest laws of human society, nature
and the human mind, studying these laws and subordinating

them to the interests of communist society.’8?

He identified science as an unstoppable force which would cleanse the world of
the vestiges of the old order. The predictability of science would overcome the
uncertainty of nature. In this new world, children with disabilities would be able
to lead their own independent lives, free of the constrictive barriers of the

previous epoch.

Essential to this socialist ethos was labour. Labour, or more specifically
the engagement in socially useful work, was the unifying mechanism for the
entire Soviet project.® Sokolianskii placed the importance of work within Soviet
society by stating that ‘in a socialist society... the worker is working for society
which means he works for himself. His labour is conscious.’®* In contrast, he
pointed out the flaws of the worker in tsarist society, explaining that ‘because
the exploited worker within capitalist society hates labour, he is averse to
labour, labour is pointless for him, his work is robbed, and that is why he is
adverse to it.’8> However, it was not simply physical exertion which made it so
fundamental to the utopian drive. It was an example of social humanism
(obshchestvennyi gumanizm).8® Individuals would be shaped and moulded by

their participation in the workforce as it was hoped that they would become

8 |bid., op. 3.1, d. 31, 1. 12.

8 Within the Soviet Union, the disabled individual was defined by their capability to
work. Through the establishment of Vrachebno-Trudovye Eskpertnye Komissii (Medical-
Labour Expert Commissions, hereafter VTEKs) in 1932, they established a three-tier
system for defining disability. Class | was for individuals whom had ‘lost all capability for
work’ and needed daily care, Class Il catered for people who had lost some capability
but could still participate in the workforce within accessible conditions and Class Il was
for individuals who were unable to engage in full-time employment because of their
existing disabilities but could still pursue part-time or casual work. Most deafblind
children were placed within Class I, with a few individuals, depending on the extent of
their sensory disabilities, were included in Class Il. The three-tier labour-orientated
system is still in use in the present-day Russian Federation as the primary classification
process for defining disability. Bernice Madison, ‘Programs for the Disabled in the USSR’,
in The Disabled in the Soviet Union: Past and Present, Theory and Practice, eds., McCagg
and Siegelbaum (University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 1989), pp. 167-174; Bernice
Madison, Social Welfare in the Soviet Union (Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1968),
p. 190.
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more industrious.®’” More importantly, it was both willingness to engage in
labour and the process of labour itself which legitimised the individual. By being
willing and able to participate in the process, individuals, including those with
disabilities, could aspire to be equal members of the Soviet community.
Sokolianskii reiterated that it created ‘human dignity for the deafblind. Labour
is... the salvation for the deafblind.”® Labour would serve as part of the

‘humanisation’ process for the deafblind.

Sokolianskii’s identification of labour, specifically socially productive
work, as a socialising tool for the deafblind meant very little if they could not
participate in the workforce. A child with sensory disabilities, especially multi-
sensory disabilities, struggles to approach work in the same manner as a child
without sensory disabilities. Consequently, a deafblind child would find it almost
impossible to be educated in the exact same method as a seeing and hearing
child. The dual-nature of their sensory disabilities require the use of alternative
methods for their education. This involved the use of their existing senses to
‘compensate’ for their loss of vision and hearing, which was successfully utilised

in the tactile-based education of Bridgman, Keller and other deafblind children.

In the formation of his own method for deafblind education,
Sokolianskii incorporated and rejected techniques from previous attempts.
While Western deafblind education focused predominantly on language,
Sokolianskii’'s aims were much more ambitious. He intended to provide the
necessary tools for deafblind children to define their own lives. It was not simply
enough for them to learn tactile-based communication methods. He wanted
them to become literate, socialised, conscious and most importantly, equal
members of Soviet society. In the analysis of his method, this section will utilise
not only Sokolianskii’s writings, but also the works of his protégé, Aleksandr
Meshcheriakov, who continued to apply Sokolianskii’'s method well after his
death. To assess his method, it is necessary to start with the pre-literate stage

of the deafblind child, known as the ‘initial state’.

8 For further information on the Soviet attempts to socialise their workforce, see also
Jochen Hellbeck, ‘Fashioning the Stalinist Soul: The Diary of Stepan Podlubnyi, 1931 —
1939’ in Stalinism: New Directions, ed., Shiela Fitzpatrick (Routledge, New York, 2000),
pp. 77-116.
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A deafblind child, before they begin any form of education or
pedagogical training, remains within the ‘initial state’.® For nearly all deafblind
children in the initial state, they remain unaware of their surroundings and are
reliant on the assistance of others for their subsistence and self-care needs.
Augusta larmolenko, a Soviet deafblind pedagogue based in Leningrad,

explained the initial state in her own blunt terms:

‘As they appear to the outside observer, [they] are shut out
from ordinary life by the absence of aural and visual
impressions. Passive and immobile, they would sit on the
same spot for hours at a stretch, sometimes even in the same
pose. They do not use the faculty of touch to investigate
spatial relationships or to familiarise themselves with new
objects: even the process of eating, dressing, and undressing
and the satisfaction of their most basic psychological needs
are only carried out after external stimulus, without which
the processes concerned might be postponed in time until an
extreme degree of need be reached, which in its turn would
produce an outbreak of fury. They do not manifest even the

most elementary urge for contact with other people.”®

During this ‘state’, the child has minimal spatial knowledge, is largely reluctant
to explore unknown environments and remains at the ‘lowest stage of [their]
educational development.”®! They exist within what is defined as an ‘internal
world’ of their own.®? Extended periods within their ‘internal world’ meant that

the pre-literate deafblind child experienced a passiveness which inhibited their

8 David Bakhurst and Carol Padden, ‘The Meshcheryakov Experiment: Soviet Work on
the Education of Blind-Deaf Children’, Learning and Instruction, 1 (1991), p. 203; Ivan A.
Sokolianskii, ‘Obuchenie slepoglukhonemykh detei’, Defektologiia, 2 (1989), pp. 4, 12;
S-FPS, f. 1, op. 4.1, d. 118, II. 87-88.

% |armolenko worked within the Department of Psychology at the Oto-Phonetic
Institute in Leningrad, in which she focused on the education of deaf and deafblind
pupils within Leningrad. Deafblind pupils were only given specialised training away from
other children with disabilities at the Institute in 1934. However, the school was closed
after the ban on pedology in 1936 and nearly all the deafblind children died during the
siege of Leningrad. For further information on her work, see also Avgusta V. larmolenko,
Ocherki Psikhologii Slepoglukhonemykh (lzdatel’stvo Leningradskogo Universiteta,
1967); Basilova, Slepoglukhikh Detei, pp. 45-66.
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desire to act upon their basic needs. They lacked the agency to explore new
areas, investigate objects or to interact with other people. Passiveness remained
a significant barrier to Sokolianskii’s attempts to establish independence within

the personality of the deafblind child.

Through the combination of both blindness and deafness, the deafblind
child’s ‘initial state’ prevented them from being able to learn at all. If a child had
been deafblind from birth, then he or she would have no conception of
language, literacy or even the world itself. Meshcheriakov asked ‘can such a
being be moulded into a real person, be taught to work and to think?’®® While
individuals such as Sokolianskii and Meshcheriakov eventually provided
theoretical frameworks in response, previous pedagogues did not have answers
to such questions. The seemingly unalterable nature of the ‘initial state’ led to
the belief that deafblind children were incapable of education and thus,
incapable of truly being ‘human’. larmolenko’s observation confirmed that the
deafblind children in the ‘initial state’ were unable to function without the help
of others. Moreover, they remained passive to such events, including the
fulfilment of their basic needs to eat, drink and go to the toilet. Sokolianskii’s
method of ‘humanisation’ responded to deafblind children within the ‘initial

state’, where they were isolated, passive and dependent on others.

With the additional needs of the deafblind within the ‘initial state’,
Sokolianskii emphasized that they must be treated differently to all other
disabled children. He explained that ‘deafblindness, as the intellectual starting
point for children, is such an exceptional identity that it cannot be attributed to
any other category of the so-called “defective” children.”®® Sokolianskii
perceived deafblindness to be more debilitative than both blindness and
deafness. In his comparison of both blindness and deafness, Sokolianskii stated
that while vision loss prevented the blind individual from processing visual
images of their surroundings, they still could communicate and establish
relationships with others through their existing sense of hearing. On the
contrary, he believed that ‘deafness is measurably more difficult than

blindness... the deafmute can visualize a world of images that is exceptionally

% Meshcheriakov, Awakening, p. 33.
% S-FPS, f. 1, 0p, 4.1, d. 131, I. 2.

63



rich and strictly systematic. But he does not have the means of expressing this
world and they themselves do not form themselves.”*> He highlighted the
importance of the sensory receptor for hearing as fundamental for the
formation for relationships between individuals. Yet, the deafblind child has a
combination of both hearing and vision loss which prevents them from such

actions.

Unlike deaf or blind individuals, the deafblind child is unable to pursue
their own educational development independently. Their multi-sensory
disabilities made it practically impossible for them to pursue their education,
develop their literacy and engage in socially productive labour in the ‘initial
state’. The ochelovechenie process could not happen independently, but with
the assistance of others. They needed assistance from others, most often their
family members and pedagogues, to truly teach them the necessary skills
required for their development. Deafblind education was a collective
endeavour, in which the child required the need of the pedagogue and other
individuals for their learning. Despite the need for assistance, the deafblind child
was not considered helpless within Sokolianskii’'s method. While the child
needed assistance in their educational development, the ‘deafblind is that,
being in all aspects normal (in neuro-cerebral terms), it has the potential for full
mental development.’®® It was the known capabilities of the deafblind child
which drove Sokolianskii to establish his method for their education. They could
pursue independent, industrious lives within Soviet society, but Sokolianskii
lamented that the existing societal conditions had perpetuated their exclusion.
However, under socialism, the deafblind child would reside in the perfect
environmental and societal conditions for their integration. His adoption of a
Vygotskian framework of ‘transcendence’, stipulated that, in the correct
conditions, the deafblind child could overcome their sensory disabilities through

the training of their existing senses.

Language and literacy acquisition remained the key process within
Sokolianskii’'s ochelovechenie process. It had remained the sole aspect of

previously successful attempts at deafblind education, such as the Howe and
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Sullivan methods. The formation of language was a ‘humanising” mechanism for
the deafblind, where the process helped developed both an inner consciousness
and a unique personality within the deafblind child. Meshcheriakov explained
that ‘a child’s mind takes shape and develops as a result of its interaction with
the world of things and the world of people.”¥” However, it proved more difficult
to implement in practice. A deafblind child within the ‘initial state’ does not
understand the role that language plays in their development. They do not even
understand that objects or people have names which distinguish between them.
Once the deafblind child makes the discovery that objects have names which
denote that specific object, it serves a fundamental moment of realisation.

Meshcheriakov explained such process:

‘The image of the blind-deaf child as a dormant mind or
“soul”... asleep for want of things to think, leads naturally to
a compelling idea of the education of blind-deaf child as a
process of the awakening of a mind imprisoned in the body.
Interestingly, it is language once again that is presented as
key to this process. The child’s mind awakens at the moment
it grasps the idea of meaning, that some configuration of
physical movements may serve as a sign which represents.
Since this awakening is precipitated by a single leap on the
child’s part —the grasping of the idea of reference — it is taken
to occur not gradually, but in a moment of revelation, a
sudden dawning which, as it were, casts light across the
whole terrain of the child’s mind. Thus, on this ‘classical’
picture, the crucial moment in the development of the blind-

deaf child is the awakening of the child’s mind through the

revelation of language.’®

Language was a window which allowed the deafblind child to
communicate with other people. It allowed them to enter previously
inaccessible parts of the world which had remained closed off. Meshcheriakov

continued his explanation, stating that the ‘blind-deaf individuals’ development
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potential crucially depends on the extent to which they can master a spoken
language, for only through such a language can they appropriate the legacy of
“world culture” and become participating members of society.””® Language
provided a means of expressing their own thoughts and feelings. It facilitated
the growth of ideas, allowing them to convey them and learn from others.
Communication would stimulate the child’s intellectual development. Their
relationship with others would help form their own unique personality. The
ability to read and write would accelerate such changes through different
mediums, allowing them to advance their learning at their own pace. Writing
would establish their own agency, which would be vital to the formation of a
unique identity. Through language and literacy, these would be vital steps in the

quest to become New Soviet People; engaged, literate and erudite.

While Sokolianskii titled the process ochelovechenie, his protégé
Meshecheriakov used the term probuzhdenie, or ‘awakening’.X® While it is not
fully explained why Meshcheriakov used a different term to his predecessor, the
term ‘humanisation’ carries obvious connotations which contain prejudices
towards people with disabilities. In representing a viewpoint in line with the
medical model of disability, it overtly refers to the rehabilitative lens of
disability, where the impairment is to be ‘cured’ through restorative methods.
In the case of Soviet deafblind education, the ‘humanisation”’ method was based
upon two assumptions; that deafblind children need to be ‘humanised’ and that
‘humanisation’ was a process that would ultimately benefit the deafblind,

allowing them to be considered equal citizens in the Soviet Union.

Sokolianskii’s used of the term ‘humanisation’ was primarily because of
the detrimental consequences of deafblindness. Unlike other single sensory
disabilities, the combination of both hearing and sight loss impacted not on their
ability to communicate and form relationships with others, but it affected their
intellectual development. If a deafblind child remained within the ‘initial state’
for too long without any education, training or stimulation, it often led to the

development of intellectual disabilities. Meshcheriakov explained that
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‘the deafblind child is shut off from normal human contact,
and this isolation is the reason for his mental under-
development or degradation. This means that the deafblind
child is a being as yet bereft of a human mind, while

possessing the capacity for full mental development.'1

Both Sokolianskii and Meshcheriakov referred to ‘humanisation’ process from
the perspective of a deafblind child within the ‘initial state’. Within such a state,
the deafblind child is unable to pursue their education or advance their
educational development on their own accord. The circumstances of the
deafblind child in the ‘initial state’ were so debilitating that they threatened to
leave the deafblind child within a permanent state of isolation. Sokolianskii’s
‘humanisation’ method provided a pathway away from the seclusion of the

‘initial state’ and towards full integration in the Soviet project.

A key aspect of the Soviet project revolved around the individual’s
engagement in work, specifically their involvement in ‘socially productive
labour’. However, Sokolianskii remained frustratingly vague about the process
itself. He does not attempt to ascertain what he means by ‘productive’ or what
was considered useful, only that it led to the integration of the deafblind
individual into wider Soviet society. It tapped into the same romanticised
notions of Soviet labour, which were utilised by Sokolianskii and other
defectologists to justify their own theoretical approach. Yet, there was a
genuine, utopian streak within Sokolianskii’s desire to encourage children to
pursue such endeavours. While he would eventually become disenchanted with
the regime’s attempts at establishing a socialist society, Sokolianskii’s desire to
provide the necessary tools for deafblind individuals to form their own identity
never waned. His use of the labour/legitimacy dichotomy may have
underpinned his own method, but he expressed sincere beliefs in the

rehabilitative and assimilative ethos of his method.

Sokolianskii understood the importance of language for the formation
of personality and identity within the deafblind child as a key part of the
‘humanisation’ process. It held a significant place within Soviet society.

Language served a different purpose. It was a legitimising mechanism for the
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regime, through its use as a vehicle for a distinct Soviet identity in the 1920s and
1930s. Stephen Kotkin’s term, ‘Speaking Bolshevik’, emphasized the use of a
daily vernacular of Soviet terminology which formed and reinforced class
identity within the Stalinist period.®2 However, what about the men, women
and children who could not participate in this oral display of Soviet inclusivity,
or were unable to express their shared values towards a Soviet collective
identity through the written word? Would a deafblind child’s lack of language
exclude him or her from being able to enter a largely audible Soviet society
because of their inability to hear, read or write? Anastasia Kayiatos put forth a

103 1f all citizens needed

theory that attempts to address this flawed paradigm.
to learn how to properly use Soviet terms, then all citizens were, to some extent,
‘defective’. Since such ‘defectiveness’ was widespread amongst the collective, it
required all such individuals to subsequently change their language, to remodel
themselves into Soviet citizens with ascribed identities. People with hearing
disabilities, particularly the deafblind, were, like the rest of the populace,

considered ‘defective’ in that respect, but required the necessary clinical and

educational assistance to do so.

Sokolianskii identified gesticulation, or sign language, as the most
accessible form of communication for the deafblind child’s initial education.*
Sign language has had a varied history, where its uses have been heralded and
unfairly lambasted over the past two hundred and fifty years. Sign language was
created and utilised by different deaf communities throughout the world, with
the unique sign languages becoming the basis for the formation of local and
national sign languages. It was during a signed conversation between two deaf
sisters in France during the 1760s when the French cleric, Abbé Charles-Michel
de I'Epée, sought to create his own version of sign language.'®® Known as the
‘methodical sign’ language, 'Epée wanted to recreate spoken French through
sign language which would be accessible to both the deaf and hearing. His

method also became the basis for the manual alphabet. Epée’s method for
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teaching sign language was the foundation for future methods, shown through

Bridgman and Keller’s experiences in the United States. Deaf individuals were

‘taught the meaning of conventional signs that designated
concrete objects or events by making the sign, at the same
time, displaying the referent or a picture... of it. Once the sing
was learned by paring with its referent, it was paired with the

written French word.’ 1%

The success of Epée’s ‘methodical signs’ led to the formation of the first school
for the deaf in 1760 and regular demonstrations of the deaf students’ versatility
with sign language. Such demonstrations drew hundreds of individuals, dozens
of the key intellectuals at the time and royal households, which included a visit

by Joseph Il of Austria in 1774.1%7

During the late eighteenth century, much of Epée’s work with the deaf
and the formation of sign language took upon similar narratives of rehabilitation
and ‘humanisation’ to Sokolianskii’s work in the Soviet Union. Epée identified
sign language as a ‘humanising’ mechanism and to ‘form new citizens and
Christians’ out of deaf individuals.!® Within the same context of bettering
society, he wanted to ‘repair the errors of Nature make useful citizens out of
those who would otherwise be a burden to society.”'® Such views were also
present in early Soviet thinking during the 1920s. Epée utilised education as a
mechanism for further language development. Epée himself saw several
benefits from the creation of sign language, with applications not necessarily
with those with deafness. Sign language was identified as a potentially universal
language. It was even touted by Epée as a replacement for conventional spoken
language due to the accessibility, tangibility and preciseness of his ‘methodical

signs’. 110

While such ideals were never widely adopted, the use of sign language

took upon further importance during the French revolutionary period. Epée’s
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work was continued by his successor, Abbé Roch-Ambroise Cucurron Sicard. In
the revolutionary period, Sophia Rosenfeld notes that the role of sign language
and the lives of deaf individuals were very much incorporated into French
revolutionary culture.’® Within the spirit of social constructivism, deaf
individuals were considered ‘new men of the revolution’ because of their use of
sign language. The use of sign ‘disengaged them from the current linguistic and
ideological power struggles’ that plagued the period and transformed them into
‘perfect patriots and republicans’.?'? Such attempts at social engineering,
specifically in the creation of a revolutionary class of citizens, were equally valid

during the early years of Soviet power.

Epée’s ‘methodical signs’ method became the basis for deaf education
not only in France, but for Western deaf education throughout the late-
eighteenth and up to the mid-to-late-nineteenth century. His methods were also
adopted in Russian schools during this same period. This period has been
characterized positively for its extensive sign language usage and cultural
development amongst the deaf community.!® Sign proved to an effective,
efficient form of communication for hard-of-hearing or deaf individuals. Not
only was it a straightforward language to learn, it proved to be uniquely
accessible for both the hearing and deaf population. Furthermore, the use of
sign language played a fundamental role in the formation of a unique Deaf
culture. With the establishment of schools for the deaf in Russia, they served as
bastions of Deaf culture and expression, where former students were retained

as teachers for the next generation of students.!

However, the use of sign language provoked tension from the
predominantly hearing educational establishment. While sign language was
viewed by the Deaf community as being an accessible form of communication
which was intrinsic to their own Deaf identity, its usage was criticized extensively
by various educational specialists in the period. They asserted that the deaf

individual’s lack of knowledge of the verbal speech inhibited their mental
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development and isolated them from the rest of society. To address such
apparent problems, an alternative educational method was utilised. The
method, known as the ‘oral method’, originated in Germany, emphasized the
use of verbal speech and lip-reading and the complete rejection of sign language
usage.!?® Assisted by well-known educationalists such as Alexander Graham Bell
and Samuel Howe, they wanted deaf individuals to be assimilated into
contemporary society through verbal speech instead of forming their own
communities. In a similar vein of thought associated with disability education,
they hoped to create an integrated deaf person. They identified sign, not

oralism, as preventing the creation of such individuals.

Such rehabilitative, but ultimately destructive, endeavours came to a
head at the Congress of Milan in 1880, where a group of international educators
decreed that sign language was to be replaced with oralism at all European
schools for the deaf. In Russia, Galina Zaitseva stated that most Russian schools
made the transition from sign to oralism.'** However, Susan Burch also
suggested that while most deaf schools in urban areas made the transition, deaf
individuals responded by maintaining the use of sign at home and in their own
communities.’” While oralism was adopted as the official language of deaf
education, sign language was preserved as both a language and an essential

element of Deaf culture outside formal institutions.

The transition from sign to oralism proved to be an act of ‘silencing and
disablement’ and had huge ramifications for lives of deaf students across the
globe.® Its predominance in mainstream Western deaf education continued
until the 1960s. The reliance on just verbal speech and lip-reading proved to be
wholly inadequate as a method of deaf education. It forced deaf children to
imitate sounds of words, phrases and other such expressions. The rejection of
sign language, the preferred form of communication amongst deaf students,
prevented them from being able to fully express themselves in their best

medium. In some schools, the use of gesticulation amongst the student body
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was banned (which only served to increase the clandestine usage of sign

language by the deaf students anyway).!*®

Oralism remained the dominant language model within deaf education
in both the late tsarist and early Soviet periods.!?® However, the application of
oralism received strong criticism from the Soviet deaf community. While the
Soviet state did not recognise sign language as a language, Claire Shaw stated
that ‘deaf representatives argued strongly against the use of the oral method in
schools, suggesting that it took far too long (six to seven years) to teach speech,
time that could be better spent imparting basic literacy and labor skills through
the medium of sign language.’'?! Criticism of the failings of the oral method to
provide a pathway towards moulding New Soviet People was common. Zaitseva

continued such criticism, stating that

‘lan] analysis of school practice brought an understanding
that the new goals (i.e. the developing of a rounded person
with a broad outlook, high moral standards, a person ready
for active participation in social and labour activity
integrated with the hearing society) were impossible to

achieve using [the] “pure oral method”.’1?

This was despite the original aim of the oral method was to help with the

integration of deaf individuals into the hearing community.

Vygotskii himself understood the need for oralism, predominantly for

its benefits of the integration process. While the process of oral speech was

difficult for deaf individuals, it was seen as ‘significantly more valuable’.1?
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Nevertheless, Vygotskii understood that sign language was the ‘natural
language’ of deaf people and opposed the Milan Congress ban on sign
language.'®* He also criticised the role, or lack of, of verbal speech in the
educational development of the deaf individual, stating that [spoken language
played] almost no part in their development and it is not a tool they can use to
accumulate cultural experience or to participate in social life.”2% In addition, he
was also one of the first pedagogues to identify sign language as a ‘specific
linguistic system’, with its place amongst verbal and written mediums of
language.?® Vygotskii himself advocated the need for a well-rounded education
for the deaf individual, with the child’s development of oral speech, written and
sign language. This would allow the deaf person to be able to access two
separate communities; the deaf and hearing communities, without being

segregated from either.

Sokolianskii held similar beliefs on sign language, believing it to be an
efficient, expressive language which allowed deafblind children to communicate
through their existing sense of touch.'?” Such conclusions were based upon his
experiences with the oral method at Gracheva’s shelter, where the pedagogue
Zakharova employed it in her education of the shelter’s deafblind students.
Sokolianskii described Zakharova’s unhealthy interest in the method, which was
representative of the school’s wider approach to deafblind education. He

explained that

‘there was a different approach to the work with the
deafblind, especially, in the part of the formation of verbal
speech... There was a close contact between us but there was
not a mutual understanding because of... [Zakharova's]
fanatic admiration of the pure oral methodology. The
fanatics of the pure oral methodology were D. V. Feldberg

and M. V. Bogdanov-Berezovskii.’1%®
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Sokolianskii disagreed with the use of the oral method as the predominant form
of communication between children with sensory disabilities. While he was
unimpressed with its application at the Gracheva’s shelter, Sokolianskii
understood that a combined education in multiple language mediums was a
useful educational approach. A combination of gesticulation, dactylology, Braille
and verbal speech would only complement each other. In addition, it would
serve as preparation for the deafblind child for environments involving hearing,

deaf and deafblind individuals.

Language remained a fundamental pillar of deafblind education not only
within Sokolianskii’s method, but in the approaches adopted by Russian and
Western pedagogues. However, they both placed different emphasis on the
importance of language. Bridgman’s and Keller’s education had focused on
solely language acquisition, while neglecting the other skills which Sokolianskii
had deemed essential for their development. His observations of children with
sensory disabilities had revealed the importance of independence.
Independence was created through the child’s completion of meaningful
activity, which was through the development of their self-care skills.1? Self-care
skills involved the process of feeding, cleaning and washing themselves. In
addition to being able to move and operate within new environments, they

needed to be able to take care of themselves independently of others.

One of Sokolianskii’s pedagogues, Anna Osterova, explained the

importance of self-care skills in her notes in January 1950:

‘more important than reading and writing. It will be good,
agile, accurate, stable, independent and every day it will be
even better in reading and writing. And vice versa, if the child
is not within a home, if she is not independent, then she
becomes inaccurate, lazy, spoilt. None of the literacy will
work... Before, | believed that that whole secret was within
the reading and writing method. It was wrong. The diploma
is a consequence of the previously established high degree

of independence of the child within a home life.’3°
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The formation of self-care skills was the first major stage of Sokolianskii’s
ochelovechenie method. It provided the foundation for the teaching of 