
Monks and the Deaf: What’s the Connection? 
The connection goes back to medieval Europe, particularly during the Middle Ages (roughly 
500–1500 AD). Certain groups of Catholic monks, especially those living in monasteries, 
created and used hand signals to communicate — not because they were Deaf, but because 
they had taken vows of silence. 

 

Why Did Monks Stop Speaking? 
In many monastic communities: 

●​ Monks took vows of silence as a religious practice.​
 

●​ They believed silence brought them closer to God.​
 

●​ They were forbidden to speak during certain times, such as during prayer, meals, or daily 
work.​
 

Since they couldn’t speak, they needed another way to communicate, so they developed 
manual signs (hand signals) for daily needs. 

 

What Kind of Signs Did Monks Use? 
These signs were often simple and practical, not full languages like ASL today. 

●​ For example:​
 

○​ A sign for “bread” or “water”​
 

○​ A gesture for “book,” “sleep,” or “come here”​
 

○​ Names of tools, animals, or people​
 

These signs were mostly used with other monks inside the monastery. Some monasteries had 
over 200 signs! 

 



How Does This Relate to the Deaf Community? 
Here’s where it gets important: 

1. Proved That Communication Without Speech Was Possible 

●​ The monks' system challenged the idea that speech was the only way to communicate.​
 

●​ It showed that hand-based communication could be organized, efficient, and respectful.​
 

2. Laid the Groundwork for Signed Languages 

●​ These monastic sign systems weren’t full languages, but they influenced the 
development of signed communication in Europe.​
 

●​ They created a tradition of visual communication, especially in Catholic countries, that 
would later support education for Deaf children.​
 

Connection to Deaf Education in the 1500s–1600s 
One of the earliest known educators of Deaf children was Pedro Ponce de León, a Spanish 
Benedictine monk in the 1500s. 

●​ He used manual signs to teach Deaf students reading, writing, and religion.​
 

●​ He worked mostly with Deaf children of noble families, who were often hidden away or 
assumed to be uneducable.​
 

●​ His work showed that Deaf people could learn language, think, and succeed which was 
a radical idea at the time.​
 

Later, other monks and religious educators, especially in France and Spain, continued teaching 
Deaf students using sign systems influenced by monastic hand gestures and religious 
instruction. 

 
 
​
 



Summary of Religious Influence on Deaf History 
Role Influence 

Monks Created visual sign systems during silence 

Pedro Ponce de León First known teacher of Deaf students (Spain, 1500s) 

Catholic Church Funded early Deaf education in Europe 

Religious schools Helped form early signed instruction methods 

France’s Deaf Institute 
(1700s) 

Later influenced American Sign Language through Laurent 
Clerc 

 
 

Lasting Impact 
Although monastic signs were not ASL or full sign languages: 

●​ They inspired later educators to try visual communication with Deaf people.​
 

●​ They helped shift beliefs, showing that Deaf people were teachable and intelligent.​
 

●​ They contributed to the roots of signed language development in Europe and eventually 
in America.​
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