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L.A. Motler: a deaf anarchist 

 

Abstract 

 

There has been little written about disabled anarchists, or consideration of how disability and 

anarchism intersect. When there has been attention paid to this, disabled anarchist’s disabilities 

have tended to be downplayed or ignored. In this paper, we write about the politics of Leonard 

Augustine Motler, a deaf anarchist who was active in the early part of the 20th century. We 

place his anarchism and his deafness in the context of the time, showing how Motler’s deafness 

and experiences living as a deaf man influenced his politics. Taking a narrative enquiry 

approach, we offer historical context to his life, and also offer a preliminary analysis of his 

written work, published in a range of left-wing and anarchist publications, including his own 

magazine, Satire. In writing this article we hope to show that disabled people have, and do, 

contribute to radical political movements, and exploring and recognizing those contributions is 

vitally important. 
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Introduction 

 

Deaf people who engage in left-wing activism outside of parliamentary politics, or who identify 

as anarchists are few and far between. We, the authors, Steve and Dai, in our research on 

anarchism and deaf people were excited to discover that a deaf man, Leonard A. Motler (1888-

1967) was highly active in the anarchist-communist movement in the UK from the early 1910’s 

to 1925. This article addresses the life of Leonard Motler during this turbulent time in British 

history.  

 

This study is best seen as an historical inquiry into the actions of a deaf man who was active in 

anarchist-communist circles and was not afraid to express his thoughts and beliefs, usually 

through the use of humour in writing. This paper documents our historical inquiry process, 

where we tell the story of Motler in chronological order and as such is necessarily descriptive. 

We are not making any grand claims other than we believe Motler’s contributions to the 

anarchist-communist cause have been overlooked and he deserves more recognition, in Deaf 

studies as well as anarchist studies.  

 

On realising that Motler was a deaf anarchist-communist, we communicated with deaf and 

hearing historians to gather further information on Motler, and we then drew up a three-stage 

plan to further research his life. Firstly, we gathered as many of Motler’s writings as possible; 

secondly, we examined these writings to gather a picture of what Motler’s politics were; and 

thirdly we tried to understand the historical political context in which Motler was active. We set 

out to emphasise how important Motler was as a politically active deaf person, something which 

was extremely rare in the early part of the 20th century (see Ladd 2003, 373, for one example, 
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but as Ladd notes, such politically active deaf people were “in a minority”). We wanted to 

explore the cultural context of the time for deaf people, exploring why Motler’s activism was so 

unique. We also emphasise how Motler was a key player in the radical left political scene in 

London at the time, writing for and editing radical magazines and journals, and organising in 

other ways. 

 

There are some obvious limitations to this study; for example, there are gaps in records, so we 

have speculated as to what may have happened during those periods. It is quite common for 

this process to happen in historical inquiry, but such speculation is generally based on some 

firm evidence of the time. This process allows us to write about Motler, someone who is “largely 

out of reach of full documentation” (Ferguson 2022, 15). This paper is written in roughly 

chronological order, but the complexity of the period’s politics, and of Motler’s own writing, mean 

that there is often some overlap between sections. 

 

This chapter is organised in the following way. We begin by first outlining our personal reasons 

for exploring Motler, and what brings us, Steve and Dai, to undertake a project that hit a lot of 

personal buttons for us. In the second part we will touch briefly on the context of disabled 

people in radical left politics, before moving on to the third part, which will look into Motler’s life 

and the social conditions which led him down the road to anarchist-communism. The education 

Motler received as a deaf child will provide some particularly important contexts and we address 

these in the fourth part, which also includes Motler’s life after school. These aforementioned 

parts of the essay lead us onto addressing, extensively, Motler’s political activism in the fifth part 

of the paper, before we conclude with some thoughts on his significance in the anarchist 

movement and in the field of Deaf Studies. 

 

Our personal journey 
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We, Steve and Dai, are signing deaf academics from the UK who have long-standing interest in 

anarchist politics and ethics. Steve in particular was involved in the far-left movement during the 

1980’s at a time when non-parliamentary political activism was at its height, with the protests 

against nuclear weapons being based on UK soil, the miners and printers strikes, and the mass 

protests against the poll tax. Steve eventually left the radical left in the early 1990’s, becoming 

disillusioned with the idea of building the revolutionary party and, inspired by the non-

hierarchical people’s Global protest movements around Seattle 1999, began to take more 

interest in anarchist politics. In the noughties he moved further into anarchism, attending the 

annual bookfair and giving a talk alongside a comrade on BSL and Anarchism. Access to 

anarchism has been far from smooth so Steve is still very much anarcho-curious. One reason 

why Motler holds such a fascination for Steve is that during his time as an activist on the far left, 

he never came across another politically active deaf person in the 11 years in which he was 

active. He communicated in spoken English during this time, getting by as best as he could via 

lipreading other hearing activists - it was only later as he met more deaf people outside of 

political activism that he learned sign language and came to feel more at ease using sign than 

speaking/lipreading. However, it was not only a matter of learning sign language, he also ‘found’ 

himself as a deaf person through the deaf community during his later years as an activist. Steve 

once also worked in the printing trade but he only learned about Motler in 2011 thanks to Nick 

Heath’s (2011) online article.  

 

Dai’s involvement and interest in anarchism is more recent, having attended the “BSL and 

Anarchism” event Steve organised at the London Bookfair in 2011, and his interest in anarchism 

has grown since. As with Steve, access to organising, campaigns, and other collective activities 

outside of the deaf communities in which Dai is active remains patchy due to communication 

barriers, although he is able to be active in his union because there is funding available to pay 
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for BSL/English interpreters in those spaces. Dai supports his local communities (deaf and 

hearing) in various ways, volunteering his time and organising skills to different groups, causes 

and organisations. Dai currently works in the field of Deaf Studies, in a largely hearing institution 

with few deaf colleagues. Dai’s research interest is mainly around how signing deaf people 

navigate hearing spaces, including the spaces of radical politics in which Motler was involved, 

during a different era. Dai learned of Motler independently of Steve, by finding Stile’s (2013) 

blog which offered a sample of Motler’s writing. He approached Steve in 2022, which led to a 

research project of which this paper is part. 

 

While we do not pretend that our experience is directly comparable to Motler’s, being separated 

by 100 years, we feel that our backgrounds and experiences allow us to offer new insight into 

Motler’s life and politics. It is also a subject about which we are passionate. We are two deaf 

men horrified by capitalism’s tendency to drag people into war, genocide and climate 

destruction, so we are seeking alternative societies and anarchism attracts us for these 

reasons.  

 

But there are other intersections at play here. We are Deaf studies scholars, having worked in 

universities in the UK and Washington DC, with the majority of our tutoring and research being 

Deaf Studies-centric. This positioning has been necessary given the crass lack of deaf people in 

lecturing positions, and the urgent need for the majority hearing people on our courses to 

understand deaf people not as ‘lacking language’ or merely ‘downtrodden and oppressed 

people’, but as owning a vibrant language and culture, and with the ability to make significant 

contributions to humanity. While Deaf Studies is still relatively new, it has come a long way in 

the last 20 years and there is now significant presence of deaf people in academia - this has 

itself become an area for exploration and critique, for example on the role of hearing people in 

this academic space (see O’Brien and Emery, 2014). There has been a mushrooming of 
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exploration of new theories to Deaf studies and we feel the time is now right to explore radical 

politics and theories in Deaf studies, hence our interest in Motler. 

 

In context: Disabled radicals in history 

In comparison to his outspoken views on left politics, Motler was not as open in his writings 

about his deafness, but masking deafness is not unusual. There are many disabled people who 

have been involved in radical politics in different countries around the world over the years. 

Gramsci had issues with his spine, apparently due to tuberculosis. Rosa Luxemburg had 

impaired mobility after a hip problem at the age of five left her with a permanent limp. Voltairine 

de Cleyre was disabled with depression and chronic illness, as well as suffering the effects of an 

assassination attempt (Golder 2023). But, as with Motler, these disabilities have largely been 

ignored or minimised. Conversely, some disabled radicals have been seen only as disabled, 

and their radical politics or involvement in organising has been ignored. Helen Keller is a good 

example. Keller was famously deafblind, but many people are unaware of her strong support for 

socialism and her activism with the Industrial Workers of the World (Keller 1918).  

 

Both of these treatments are linked to wider society’s attitudes to disability, which, unfortunately, 

are largely negative. Ableism is defined as “prejudice and discrimination towards individuals 

simply because they are classified as disabled” (Nario-Redmond 2020, 6). This results in people 

believing that disabled people cannot achieve anything, or if they do, it is despite their disability. 

Disability is seen as either something to be overcome, or a dirty secret to be hidden. For deaf 

people this takes the form of audism, which is the pressure, individual and institutional, to learn 

how to ‘pass’ as hearing (Humphries 1975, Lane, 1999) For those disabled people who struggle 

under the former impression, their disability is often emphasised above anything else. For the 

latter, it is very rare that their disability is recorded at all. For some disabled people, however, 
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disability is just part of their lives, something no more notable for them than the colour of their 

hair or eyes.  

 

Leonard Motler is an interesting figure to explore in this light. He was deaf, having “lost both 

speech and hearing at an early age” (Motler 1919a, 32), and very active in anarchist/socialist 

circles in London in the early 1910s to early 1920s. However, in spite of having written 

extensively on anarchist politics almost none of his writing makes mention of his deafness. His 

deafness and use of sign language usually only come up when others write about him, for 

example when his poetry has been published with a biography attached where his deafness and 

lack of speech is explicitly mentioned (Motler 1919a, McNab and Gulston 1948).  The historian 

Nick Heath, in his research of radical working-class history, joined the dots from memoirs of 

those like Sylvia Pankhurst and Harold Edwards and brought to light Motler’s deafness in a 

mini-biography written in 2011 and which sparked our interest in Motler. 

 

 

Early life 

Motler went deaf at the age of five (Motler, 1920), reportedly because of a blow on the head 

from a collapsing shop awning. He was born in 1888 in Barton-Upon-Irwell, near Salford, a very 

working-class area, with a strong Catholic community. Motler’s father, Joseph, worked as a 

pattern card maker according to the 1891 census (Motler 1891), probably at one of the several 

different mills which were operating in the area at the time (Child et al 2019). Pattern cards were 

fed into the machines to ensure that particular patterns were woven into the fabric. His mother, 

Bertha, is listed in the 1891 census as a tobacconist. 52 Church Street, the house in which 

Motler grew up, was within sight of Eccles Cross, which was a gathering point for industrial 

action. The first May Day celebration march in support of the workers movement by navvies and 

labourers in 1891 began there, before marching through Salford to end up at Trafford Bridge 
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(Frow & Frow 1984). While Motler was only three at the time of this action, there would have 

been more demonstrations and gatherings at Eccles Cross in the years to come, particularly 

during the Great Unrest (1910-1914) which might have inspired his later politics. 

 

Although the Institute for the Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb was founded in Old Trafford, not 

far from Motler’s home, in 1903, Motler was sent to St John’s Catholic School for the Deaf for 

his education. St John’s is located just outside the village of Boston Spa in North Yorkshire, 

some sixty miles North East of Salford. As a result of its location, the school is commonly 

referred to as ‘Boston Spa’ in British Sign Language (BSL), which is the name we will use from 

here on. Entry to the school was strictly for Catholic children only, and indeed Motler and his 

family were members of the strong Catholic community in Barton-Upon-Irwell of the time, Motler 

being baptised in 1888. Despite going deaf at five, Motler didn’t attend Boston Spa until he was 

10 (Taylor 2023, personal communication). It’s possible that the community in which he lived, 

where the majority of adults would have been connected somehow with the mills, would have 

had a high incidence of industrial deafness due to their exposure to high levels of noise in the 

mills. This would suggest that even if his family and friends did not sign, they would have been 

comfortable communicating through a visual modality by exaggerating lip patterns when they 

spoke or using gesture or the sign systems which were developed in the mills (Greenlees 2016). 

That may explain Motler’s late entrance to Boston Spa, as the law at the time required that deaf 

children be in school by the age of 7 until at least the age of 16, as outlined in the Elementary 

Education (Blind and Deaf Children) Act 1893. Between the ages of 7 and 10 his parents may 

have felt that he was able to manage in a local school because of the ability of the local 

community to adapt to visual communication methods. 

 

Deaf education in the 1890s 
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Life for deaf people in the 1890s was at a tipping point in many ways. The education system 

was at a juncture between three different educational approaches, oralist approaches, manualist 

approaches, and the English, or combined method.  

 

The oralist approach was one which emphasised using speech and listening (usually lipreading 

rather than listening) both as medium and topic of education in deaf schools to the exclusion of 

signed languages. While this is often called the German method, education through speech and 

lipreading was used in Britain as far back as the mid-1600s (Branson and Miller 2002), when 

individual deaf children were taught by private tutors, usually at the behest of rich parents or 

relatives. However, this was often in conjunction with some signed or gestural communication. 

Oralism was becoming widespread in Britain by the mid-1800s. Often for deaf children being 

taught through this method, the acquisition of speech was itself the near-total objective of their 

education. 

 

The manual method, often referred to as the French method, focused on using sign languages 

as a medium of instruction. This meant that all lessons were delivered in a signed language, 

including any language lessons, such as English, French or Latin. It was not an exclusive 

language approach in the same way as oralism. The most famous historical example of this 

approach was in Paris, in the mid-1700’s, with the Abbe de l’Epee being one of the strongest 

proponents of this way of educating deaf children (Branson and Miller 2002, Lane 1984).  

 

The combined approach, or the English approach, as it was known (Scott 1870) focused on 

using what was considered to be the natural language of deaf people, signed languages, 

alongside the manual alphabet (also known as fingerspelling), gesture, pictures and other visual 

props. The aim of this approach was ultimately to ensure that the deaf pupils had access to the 

English language in either written or spoken form. Speech was usually only used with those 
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deaf pupils who had the facility already, either those late deafened, or who had some residual 

hearing they could use to access sound. 

 

The different methods of educating deaf children were hotly debated by the mostly hearing 

teachers who ran the different deaf schools in the UK. Several, like Baker from the Yorkshire 

Institution in Doncaster were firmly of the opinion that the best way for deaf children to access 

their education was through signed language (Boyce 1996). Others held the opinion that oralism 

was the only way in which to educate deaf children (Branson and Miller 2002). In 1890 the 

Royal Commission on the Education of the Blind, the Deaf and Dumb, etc. was published. This 

report recommended that all schools for deaf children adopt the oral approach, despite 

recognising that this approach was less efficient, less effective, and more expensive than the 

combined method of education. However, this was not universally enforced across the country. 

Some schools were already almost fully oral already, while others, such as the Cambrian 

Institution in Swansea, held out as signing schools until much later (Mantin 2013). 

 

Motler’s school, Boston Spa, was established in 1870, originally in Sheffield, before moving to 

the current site near Boston Spa in 1875 (Taylor 2022). It was established as a school which 

taught following the manual method, and was still a manual school at the time Motler was 

present (1898 to 1903). Boston Spa school itself did not become fully oral until after the Second 

World War. It’s an interesting quirk of fate that sent Motler down the path of being educated 

through sign, as the Institute in Old Trafford, much closer to Motler’s home, was resolutely oral 

in its approach at the time (Atherton 2021).  

 

In Boston Spa school, pupils mainly underwent vocational training which for the boys included 

tailoring, book binding and printing. For the girls, it was restricted mainly to needlework (Taylor, 

personal communication 2023). Boston Spa school was established with the explicit aim of 
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offering a Catholic education to deaf pupils. It was founded by Desire-Pierre-Antoine de Haerne, 

a Belgian Canon of Bruges Cathedral, who became involved in deaf education because of 

family deafness (Taylor 2022), and the first staff in 1870 were made up of Haerne himself, and 

three Sisters of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul. They maintained a strong Catholic ethos in the 

school (Taylor 2022). Interestingly, the strong influence of Belgian sign language resulted in a 

fairly unique style of signing in Boston Spa, with many signs used being the same or very similar 

to Belgian signs until relatively recently (Taylor, personal communication 2023). 

 

Life after school 

 

During Motler’s time, society as a whole in Britain was quite inaccessible for deaf people, 

regardless of the visual communication systems people may have used in more industrial areas. 

Writing about the period from the vantage point of a few decades later, Ladd (2003) suggests 

that communication methods used by deaf people to communicate with hearing people would 

have been to write notes in English, as there limited hearing technologies to assist deaf people 

to decipher speech, and the majority of hearing people could not sign. His informant, Ray, 

reflected that this was an extremely brave thing to do:  

 

…they are aware that a lot of hearing people can’t read. But they don’t know which 

ones! They have to stick their neck out, take a chance, every day of their lives. 

(Ladd 2003, 372) 

 

It seems that employment rates for deaf people were lower than those of hearing people in this 

period (Atherton, 2021), which suggests that many of them faced barriers in finding and keeping 

work.  
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Because there were few people outside deaf communities who could sign, deaf people often 

relied on deaf clubs, or Missions to the Deaf and Dumb, for their social activities or access to 

information. These deaf clubs were run by missioners, who were usually hearing men who were 

also ordained clergy, in the same way as missions were run for sailors, “fallen women”, and the 

like (Lysons, 1965). It was felt that without access to religion and the word of God, deaf people’s 

souls were at risk. Missions were set up to administer the religious side of deaf life, but often the 

missioner became intimately involved in the everyday lives of the deaf members. Missioners 

were asked to interpret many different things in deaf people’s lives including interactions with 

authorities like the police, housing agencies, job interviews and employer meetings, and so on 

(Ladd 2003). Additionally, as clergy, they were often the only people who were able to provide 

accessible religious services, so for those who were religious, the missioners had another 

control over their lives as the only people who were able to offer the sacraments in an 

accessible way. 

 

Motler himself wrote about the influence of Christianity on deaf people in an article in 1920, 

unflatteringly titled ‘The Priest-Ridden Deaf’ (Motler 1920, 570-571). In this article he points out 

the fact that in schools for the deaf, and he explicitly mentions Boston Spa school, “religious 

instruction counts first, last and in-between” at the expense of actual education. He bemoans 

the fact that almost every day in the deaf school begins with a mass, in the futile hope that this 

will “somehow drive into their little brains the requisite knowledge and fear of God”. He is 

particularly scathing about the outcomes of this education, in which “half the deaf and dumb in 

these isles leave school practically as yet untutored in English”, and that this prejudices people, 

“including employers, against the intelligent half”. However, it’s clear that he doesn’t blame the 

deaf people themselves for this, but rather the influence of the missioners, and “the hold the 

missioner has on [them]”. This dependence on missioners, this learned helplessness, covers 

every aspect of deaf lives:  
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...these missions transact almost all the affairs of life for their congregations; they marry 

them, baptise them, insure them, find work for them, “instruct them”, and finally bury 

them. It is hardly to be expected, therefore, that any progress could be made in giving 

them an advanced knowledge. The very livings of the missioners would be threatened 

should the deaf ever become self-reliant, self-dependent citizens. (Motler, 1920, 571) 

 

Motler, as an anarchist who believed in self-determination and who rejected institutional powers, 

was outraged at the power that missioners had over deaf communities at the time, and felt that 

this power was exercised through religious indoctrination and control of deaf people. This article 

is important as one of the first published pieces written by a deaf person in Britain which is 

explicitly critical of the missioner system. It shows that while Motler had been sent to Boston 

Spa because of his parent’s religion, by the time he left the school he fundamentally disagreed 

with organised religion, indeed, the Voice of Labour published an ‘anti-Christmas’ illustration 

that Motler had drawn in 1915, and offered it to their readers as anti-Christmas cards (Motler, 

1915a). 

 

Motler left Boston Spa in 1903 at 15 years of age. We know he was living in Manchester soon 

after, thanks to his presence in the Adresaro de Esperantistoj from 1904-1907 (Chapman 2013). 

This was a list of people who were fluent in Esperanto and who were interested in 

corresponding with other Esperanto users internationally. This was a golden period for 

Esperanto and it already had close links with anarchism at the time, Malatesta being one 

member of the movement (Firth 1998). Motler later wrote a letter to Freedom (Motler 1914j) 

advocating for Esperanto to be adopted as the “common medium” of the anarchist movement as 

a language “free from the stigma of national idiomatic expression”. Thus, it is safe to say that 

Motler was a strong Esperantist who believed in its revolutionary potential, as a means of 
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uniting the international working-class movement - to quote Harold Edwards, he was wearing 

the green Esperanto badge during his anarchist activism (see Heath 2012). He also claimed 

that he learned the language “within a few weeks”, and was fluent enough to translate poems 

within a year. Indeed, Motler’s first publication in Freedom was a poem, translated from Russian 

through Esperanto (Motler 1912b). This shows not only that Motler was intelligent - he was able 

to master no less than three languages (the signed language used in Boston Spa, written 

English and Esperanto) by the age of 19 - but also that he had an internationalist outlook. He 

wasn’t only concerned with his own small corner of Manchester, but with the world at large. In 

fact Motler wrote an appeal to other deaf people to join him in the movement for Esperanto 

(Burrows and Motler, 1909).  

 

We don’t currently know what Motler did for a living immediately after leaving school, but we 

know from the 1911 census that he was working as a platen machine man in a printing firm at 

the age of 23 (Motler 1911a). Printing was one of the vocational skills that were taught in Boston 

Spa. He lived as the only deaf boarder in a boarding house in Stretford, Lancashire. We do not 

currently know if Motler frequented the deaf clubs which were running in Manchester at the time, 

given his later published views on the clergy. However, the fact that he later worked and lived 

with a fellow ex-Boston Spa pupil, George Scates, in London from 1918 to 1921 suggests that 

he did associate with deaf people in some way. 

 

The Great Unrest, Motler’s exposure to radical politics 

 

The period from 1911 to 1914 was known as the Great Unrest in Britain, with widespread strikes 

across many different industries agitating for causes including better pay, reduction in working 

hours and union recognition. Salford was affected by strike action from “workers in all the basic 

industries, particularly transport” (Frow & Frow 1990). Strike action was taken by seamen, 
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dockers, carters, and colliers in June and July of 1911, which led to a number of mills and 

factories closing down due to lack of fuel and perishable goods rotting in ship’s holds. In August, 

the action intensified, with engineering labourers, railwaymen, and low-paid workers and those 

working in sweatshops also rising in action.  

 

One of the defining characteristics of the Great Unrest was that it was heavily influenced by 

syndicalism - in fact it is often referred to as a syndicalist revolt. One of the leading figures in the 

unrest, Tom Mann, was a syndicalist (Mackay 2021, O’Connor 2014). Syndicalism is a form of 

trade unionism which is strongly associated with anarchism (van der Walt 2016) in which all 

workers, of whatever trade, are organised into one main union, rather than split up into several 

different unions based on trade (Kay 2009). In syndicalism, the emphasis is on the rank and file, 

who organise resistance and revolt against their bosses. Ultimately, syndicalists believe, elected 

trade union leaders are reformists and have a tendency to sell out those they represent due to 

the nature of their full-time paid positions. Anarcho-syndicalists believe that it is through 

revolutionary action of workers - via strikes for example - organised in a non-sectarian way, that 

a new society can be built. For example, through self-organisation and self-action, workers in 

each location or region can organise what is produced, how it is produced, and how it is 

distributed, through a federation of workers from each different area (ibid). During the Great 

Unrest, although workers were organised into trade unions based on their trade, they worked 

together to support each other in their struggles, and these tended to be initiated and organised 

unofficially, often against the wishes of trade union leaders and officials. Hence strikes involving 

rail workers, miners, dockers, and workers from other factories broke out on a mass scale and 

solidarity was evident in each struggle.  

 

It is unthinkable that the young Motler was unaware of and not inspired by these actions and 

may even have been involved in some way as there was a national printers strike from January 
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to April 1911. The printers began publishing a daily newspaper, the Daily Herald, to report on 

the strikes. This publication was to cease at the end of the strike, but a year later, the paper 

reappeared and was spreading syndicalist ideas - it was a strong supporter of Labour and the 

trade unions until bought by Rupert Murdoch and rebranded as The Sun in 1964. It is not 

thought that Motler was involved with the Herald, but it is probable he was at least aware of it.  

 

Motler’s writing and politics 

 

Heath (2011) stated that Motler was a socialist before he became an anarchist-communist and 

the outbreak of the first world war is often given as the event that induced his change in politics. 

It has then been argued that he became sympathetic to Leninist type communist politics in the 

1920’s. All the evidence, however, indicates that Motler was always a radical, and that at best 

his politics was ambiguous during the 1920s. It’s important to look at what activism Motler 

engaged in during this time, especially as a deaf person without speech and how he 

communicated with those around him. In the section below, we look more closely at Motler’s 

writing, to show how his politics developed through the years. 

 

Motler prior to the 1st World War 

Motler's foray into publishing coincides with the Great Unrest. His name first appeared in a 

socialist newspaper, The Clarion, in 1911 and 1912 (Motler 1911b, Motler 1912a), where his 

correspondence was noted by the editor but was not published due to lack of column space. 

Also in 1912 his translation of a poem from Esperanto appeared in the anarchist communist 

publication Freedom (Motler 1912b). Motler was later credited with another translation from 

Esperanto in Freedom in 1915 (Motler 1915b). Motler’s early rejection did not deter him from 

continuing to submit work to The Clarion with four further original poems published in that 

newspaper (Motler 1913a, 1913b, 1914a, 1914b).  In these poems, Motler attacks the poor 
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conditions of workers, rural and urban, and the physical and mental effects that these conditions 

have on workers. These early forays into the radical print media show not only that Motler was a 

radical but that he was using writing, particularly poetry, as a means of expressing his beliefs.  

 

In 1913 several of Motler’s pieces appeared in Freedom. In addition to a poem ‘A Call’ (Motler 

1913c), he had a story published that ends with a call for the abolition of property, a basic tenet 

of anarchism (Motler 1913d). In this, he writes, “It is easily perceived that the abolition of the 

basis of property is the first step… Abolish the system of property and substitute Collectivism or 

Communism, as you will” (Motler 1913d, 36). This article demonstrates that he was sympathetic 

to anarchist ideas before the war. Later that year in December he wrote a humorous article for 

Freedom, ‘The Iconoclast’, about the sabotage of print copies in the face of a supervisor (Motler 

1913e). Whether this is a true tale from his own employment as a printer, or a fiction, is left to 

the reader to determine. More significantly, he was a regular contributor to the anarchist-

communist publication the Voice of Labour, his first article having been published just two 

months after its launch and just before World War 1 broke out in August 1914 (Motler 1914c). 

Intriguingly he starts by writing: “My Dear Joe - As I told you some time ago, I am an Anarchist” 

(2), clearly stating his politics. He contributed to the Voice of Labour on a regular basis until it 

was shut down in 1916. Motler also continued to contribute to Freedom after the First World 

War broke out, arguing that the paper should publish the views of both those who opposed and 

supported war, and for Freedom to own its own printing press (Motler 1915c, 1915d). 

 

This evidence therefore contradicts that of Heath (2011) who suggests that Motler was a 

socialist prior to the first world war and navigated to anarchism thereafter. Other than his poems 

in The Clarion, there is little evidence he was involved with the socialist movement. We suggest 

that Motler was, perhaps, keen to express himself by writing about the class struggle of workers 

wherever he could, and since the Clarion movement was strong in Manchester it was natural 
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that he would submit work there even if their socialist politics were not completely in line with his 

anarchist beliefs. Perhaps the articles he wrote that were rejected were just too strong for the 

Clarion. All the indications are that Motler was an anarchist-communist well before the war, 

most likely inspired by the successes workers achieved in Manchester during the Great Unrest 

influenced by the syndicalism of Tom Mann.  

 

Motler and the First World War 

It is evident that at an early stage Motler had his own perspectives on how anarchist-

communists could engage with working-class struggle: i.e., that the movement should possess 

its own press, and print views from anarchists who supported and opposed the war. He was 

particularly vocal that the movement should write in plain English in order to reach as wide a 

range of people as possible - in the Voice of Labour he pens seven separate articles in different 

editions entitled ‘Anarchism in Plain English’ (Motler 1914c, Motler 1914d, Motler 1914e, Motler 

1914f, Motler 1914g, Motler1914h, Motler1914i) and later published a pamphlet on the same 

theme (Motler 1919b). He also wrote to Freedom (Motler 1914j, 95-96), to express these views: 

 

For the former [the working class] a new literature must be brought into being - plain, 

large-typed, and cheap. Also let us have pictures. The workers love pictures. They can 

see things better with the help of a simple illustration… Let us make our pamphlets, our 

books, our leaflets as plain and as interesting as speech. Let us see to it that the working 

class is reached by these. Let our propaganda be constant. The movement has marked 

time too long. Now for the grand march. Forward! (96) 

 

It is possible that Motler’s experiences of institutional failure in school left him particularly 

sensitive to the accessibility of the style of the anarchist press of the time and made him more 

determined to use visual illustrations, and value easy to access communications about anarchist 
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ideas, written for a wide variety of people who would find the drier, more abstract style of 

contemporary anarchist publications difficult to access. There are no indications of whether 

Motler was specifically aiming to recruit more deaf people to the cause at this point. 

 

Motler, like the majority of anarchists, strongly opposed the war. The strong anti-war articles he 

wrote in the Voice of Labour after war broke out reflect his stance (see Motler 1914k). The 

debates between the pro- and anti-war anarchists were played out in Freedom (and elsewhere) 

as the editor at that time, Tom Keell, believed in allowing different perspectives to air, meaning 

that the pro-war views of Kropoktin were published alongside anti-war perspectives from the 

likes of Malatesta (Quail 2019).  

 

Deaf people were considered exempt from conscription, and from joining the military, on 

account of their deafness because every recruit had to pass a hearing test. Given his strong 

anti-war beliefs, it is something of a surprise to find that Motler was enlisted as an army reserve 

(Chapman 2013). However, if enlisted men of military age did not sign up by March 2nd 1916, 

they were automatically deemed to have enlisted, and given that Motlers military record shows 

he was enlisted on exactly that date, he was probably signed up by the army offices as a Private 

by default. He is listed as discharged on 6th August 1917, over a year after ‘enlisting’, 

presumably the authorities caught up with him, realised he was deaf, and he was discharged.  

Motler would have been aware that unless men of his age turned up for conscription, they could 

be arrested and jailed as happened to his hearing, able-bodied anarchist comrades at the time 

(Heath 2013, Adams 2018). Intriguingly, there is no army record of Scates (Motler’s deaf 

comrade and former schoolmate from Boston Spa), so it’s possible that he exempted himself 

from military duty whereas Motler refused to do so: he mysteriously stopped writing articles in 

the Voice of Labour after March 1916, resurfacing with a poem in August 1916.  Some deaf 

people with profound deafness, did join in the fight in the trenches, or supported the war at 
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home. Harry Ward, for example, although profoundly deaf, managed to pass the enlistment 

tests and served with the Munster Fusiliers (Mager 2014). 

 

That Motler and Scates did not enlist in the army did not protect them from the risk of being 

potential casualties in the war, particularly as they would be unable to hear air raid warnings and 

verbal announcements on radio or the streets. Deaf people are reported to have been shot on 

the streets by British soldiers at home as they were unable to hear shouted warnings, one such 

casualty being that of Charles Carroll, which was reported in the Times newspaper (Stiles 

2012). Given also that their deafness was not visibly evident at that time - there were no hearing 

aids for example - deaf men who appeared of enlistment age were subject to suspicion and 

hostility from civilians on the streets (Mager 2014). The history of deaf people in the First World 

War is often generalised and seen through the lens of unquestioning non-critical patriotism - that 

they did their best to contribute to supporting the war effort, and experienced continued 

discrimination and suspicion to boot (Peedle-Calloo 2014, Mager 2014). Motler and Scates 

bucked this narrative by being active opponents of war and for this they must be recognised. 

 

Motler’s writing and activism during the war 

As the war rumbled on Motler continued to write for Freedom (see for example, Motler 1915a, 

Motler 1915b, Motler 1915c, Motler 1915d), and was regularly contributing to the Voice of 

Labour and it is in that newspaper he revealed he had moved to London: 

 

Behold, comrades, I have arrived. I have arrived - in London. This great Metropolis, the 

hub of the universe. The foremost port in the Empire on which the Daily Mews [sic] 

never sets. (Motler 1914l, 3) 
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It is probable that Motler made contact with his old school-friend Scates in London. At some 

point early in the war he was employed at Freedom, in London alongside the Italian anarchist 

Silvio Corio, who was also a printer (Heath 2011). The Voice of Labour, which had been revived 

in 1914 by Mabel Hope and Fred Dunn, until it was shut down by the authorities in August 1916, 

was strongly opposed to war, objected to conscription and called for class war and the 

demolishing of the State apparatus. Motler, as editor, along with Scates, as manager, began 

Satire (in December 1916) shortly after The Voice of Labour was shut down (in August 1916), 

from the Freedom offices at Ossulston Street. 

 

The 1914 Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) meant it became much more difficult to publish 

radical ideas as it gave the state sweeping powers, including censorship of anything that was 

thought to “jeopardize the success of the operations of any of His Majesty's forces or to assist 

the enemy” (Townshend 1993, 58), and thereafter the offices of Freedom were subject to 

several raids and shut downs. Motler, however, continued to work at the same offices publishing 

Satire, but due to the police raids had moved his own publishing offices to 47 Crowndale Road.  

This move may have been necessary due to the increasing police focus on Ossulston Street, 

but it is also clear that Motler had his own politics and ideas and had a unique way of 

expressing them and may have moved on from the Freedom offices even if there had been no 

political crackdowns. 

 

Many radical writers mentioned meeting Motler and Scates while they were editing and 

managing Satire (see, for example, Weller 1985, Edwards in Heath 2012), but what is less 

publicised is the content and style of this monthly newspaper, and how this reflected Motler’s 

politics. In several articles of Freedom prior to Satire Motler had been trying to argue that the 

paper should appeal to workers, and not be too ‘theoretical’ - Motler clearly believed that it was 

vital to build connections with workers by publishing a paper that shared their language. The 
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Satire Masthead on the second page of every copy highlights the newspaper as “A Social 

Critique”, a “rebel” newspaper that “is a workers' paper, run by workers”. It is through a reading 

of Satire that one gets a feel for Motler’s politics: while his biting humour had been evident for 

some time in his pre-Satire writings, it is through this publication that it comes to the fore as a 

key weapon in the class struggle. In some instances, for example, Satire rejected articles that 

were considered too long or too serious, referring to contributors by their initials, either to save 

space or preserve anonymity or both - “W.G.T. (Manchester) : Sorry paragraph not sparkling 

enough. - S.D. (Eastbourne) : “War and Progress”, regrettably too long and serious” (Motler 

1917a, 7). 

 

The court case 

Throughout 1917 Motler was busy writing for and editing Satire, until the premises were raided 

by the police in December 1917, and, just a week before Christmas Day, Motler was provided 

with a summons to appear before the magistrates’ court on 27th December. The case was 

featured briefly in several newspapers across the country, such as the Westminster Gazette, the 

Tewksbury Register and the Portadown News, where each reported the same one or two 

paragraph story: that Motler had received a £25 fine (£20 with £5 costs) for illegally selling four 

lottery tickets. However, Motler and his comrades took a rather different view on the motivations 

for the case and this was reported in both Satire and Freedom. On being summoned to court, 

initially they had no idea what charges they faced. Motler’s personal residence, as well as the 

Satire offices, had been raided, and amongst possessions seized were 5,000 postcards and 

“manuscripts, blocks, writing paper, circulars, wrappers, newspapers…£8 sterling in the cash 

box…and a typewriter” (Freedom 1918, 5). Motler and his comrades feared that the enormity of 

the raid meant Motler would be tried for treason under DORA, something that could carry the 

death penalty (Townshed 1993). Instead - and much to their relief - they were charged under 

the Lottery Act of 1823, for selling four lottery tickets and advertising their sale in Satire.  
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For the court case Motler was apparently provided with an interpreter, the Rev F. W. G. Gilby 

(British Deaf Times 1918, 15), but chose to write out his defence and give it to Gilby to read out, 

rather than have his signs interpreted into spoken English. Given Motler’s mistrust of the 

ministry, he no doubt did not trust the Reverend to translate his signs accurately: 

 

Our comrade being deaf and dumb, an official interpreter was provided in the person of 

a reverend gentleman connected with the Deaf and Dumb Society [who was confirmed 

as Gilby in the British Deaf Times]... Motler, who had pleaded ‘Not Guilty’, then handed 

to the interpreter a written statement of his defence, which was read to the Court 

(Freedom 1918, 5) 

 

It later became apparent to Motler that he was set up. The four lottery tickets were believed to 

have been brought either by police in disguise or another agent of the authorities (Motler 1918a, 

5). Furthermore, the sale of the tickets and Motler’s appearance at court was an attempt to 

provide post-hoc justification for the raid: as Motler pointed out in his written statement to court, 

there were several similar lottery sales taking place up and down the country, including a 

Christmas one run by the wife of the Prime Minister, Mrs Lloyd George, at Selfridges. Motler 

pointed out that a police officer turned the wheel from which the winning ticket was drawn! 

(Freedom 1918, 5). The prosecutor focused their time and energy on denigrating Satire 

newspaper, Motler’s person, and the premises of Satire. The prosecutor called Satire a “horrible 

paper", the cartoons “disgusting”, the object of the lottery draw as “undesirable”, and referred to 

the offices as “a loft”. Motler himself was depicted “in the same breath as a rogue and vagabond 

and a man of education and intelligence” (Scates 1918, 7). This seems to be an attempt to both 

discredit Motler due to his radical politics, tapping into the vein that saw anarchists as hooligans 

with bombs, but at the same time paint him as a well-educated man who should know better. 
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In his defence Motler had written that the draw was ‘for propaganda purposes and not for 

personal profit’ (Freedom, 1918, p5). Typically, Motler later published a cartoon drawn and 

signed ‘Babe’ that poked fun at the authorities in regard to the case - two men, presumably 

depictions of Motler and Scates, are dressed in ‘Tarzan’ clothing while hauling up German gold, 

personal possessions and money into a ‘loft’ that appears as a treehouse (Motler 1918b, 4). 

 

The raid and arrest highlight the growing influence of Satire, as well as what Freedom (1918) 

called “the shrieking of the Northcliffe Press [a large regional newspaper publisher at the time]” 

(5) to clamp down on anti-war propaganda and publications. Motler was faced with a £25 fine 

(£2000 in 2023 prices) or two months imprisonment, and chose to pay the fine with funds from 

Satire and a donation from another comrade. Subsequently Satire and Freedom appealed for 

funds to help meet the cost of the fine. As already shown, the lottery ticket arrest gained 

widespread media coverage, being listed in several local and regional newspapers and was 

also reported briefly in the British Deaf Times (January 1918, 15) - but until now, as far as we 

are aware, none have told the full story from Motler’s perspective; they simply repeated what the 

Northcliffe press’s various publications reported. 

 

Finally, the raid on the premises of Satire was brought to the attention of Parliament by the 

Liberal MP Lees-Smith on 18th February 1918, while war was still raging. He asked the house if 

the seized possessions were going to be returned to Motler but was met with a curt “no” from Sir 

G. Cave, the Home Secretary (Hansard 1918). This does not go unnoticed by Motler who cited 

Hansard and wrote that he was still waiting for the return of some of his items in March (Motler 

1918c), although he was able to retrieve his possessions within the next month (Motler 1918d).  

 

The post war period 
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Satire started out small, listing barely a handful of subscribers for the first few issues, but its 

readership, membership and subscriptions grew throughout 1917. Ultimately, and due to what 

appear to be financial reasons as a result of the police raid and Motler’s fine, Satire 

discontinued, but it did not deter Motler. He was soon contributing to Sylvia Pankhurst’s The 

Workers’ Dreadnought which had changed its name from the Womens’ Dreadnought in 1917. 

This change of name reflected Sylvia Pankhurst’s political shift further to the Left and closer to 

an anarchist position. Pankhurst wrote in her memoirs that she “was introduced” to Motler by 

Theodore Rothstein (the leader of the British Socialist Party at that time), but while it seems 

likely that she would have met Motler in person at some point, this ‘introduction’ would appear to 

refer to Pankhurst reading Motler’s work for the first time. As Pankhurst herself wrote, Rothstein 

suggested Motler’s work for inclusion in the Dreadnought since he was known as a man of 

humour. Pankhurst clearly became an admirer, commenting that Motler “wrote with a caustic 

and racy humour which made me laugh over his proofs in spite of myself” (Pankhurst 1935, in 

Dodd 1993, 203). Motler began writing for the Dreadnought in November 1918, and had his own 

column entitled ‘Between Ourselves’. He contributed to the publication until at least 1923. 

 

The closure of Satire in 1918 meant Motler had more time on his hands, and that is when it is 

believed he was employed printing tram tickets (Dodd 1993). The year 1919 was a very 

productive one for him. He wrote several short publications, including Soviets for the British 

(1919c), Anarchist Communism in Plain English (1919b) and, later, The Revolution Tomorrow 

(1921a) which was published by Pankhurst’s Workers’ Dreadnought. He also published an 

article called ‘The New Anarchism’ in Freedom in August 1919, which again was an attempt to 

explain anarchism “in a way that he who runs might read” (Motler 1919d p.47), meaning that it 

could be comprehended even by those reading in a hurry. 
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It was reported in The Workers Dreadnought (1919) that Motler was ‘let go’ of his job at Bell 

Punch and Printing Co. Ltd., a ticket machine printing company. In fact, this redundancy was an 

implicit way of firing Motler for trying to organise workers there, having set up a workplace 

meeting. He was told he would be ‘let go’ due to a soldier returning to take the job he had been 

doing. This episode highlights that Motler was politically active on the shopfloor, as he was the 

only such person to be released in that workplace since the war had ended. Motler’s activism is 

also apparent as he set up the ‘Anarchist Propaganda Group’ at the Easter Anarchist 

conference in 1919, although not much is known about this group.  

 

Motler also published a collection of poems in 1919 (Motler 1919a). Motler and Scates then 

started up Labour’s Voice in May 1920; this was a successor of the seized Voice of Labour that 

Motler previously wrote for and was their attempt to revive the publication; however, only one 

edition is believed to have been published. In 1923 he wrote a short story for Sylvia Pankhurst’s 

Germinal (Motler 1923a) about the relationship between two South African soldiers, one, a white 

man, Bill, who he writes as in the first-person narrative, and a black man, Jim. In it he rather 

clumsily imagines Bill to be hearing. This comes across as stilted, as a deaf man writing a 

hearing character might do. There is some unpleasant racial stereotyping, but it is beyond the 

scope of this article to unpack the layers of the story. It demands far more care than we are able 

to provide here, particularly as we would need to fully grasp the context of the time in which the 

racialised language was used; we cite the work here as an example of the range of Motler’s 

published work. While Motler’s anarchism was antagonistic with capitalism, colonialism and the 

state, it seems a surprising weakness of his politics that he did not give racism and racist 

language a similar interrogation.  

 

Motler’s early warning on the Russian Revolution - and the context of the formation of the 

Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) 
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The Workers’ Dreadnought provided Motler with the opportunity to continue to express his views 

in print after the last issue of Satire was published in April 1918 but there was also growing 

concern amongst anarchists at the way Russia was becoming increasingly authoritarian, 

particularly after defeating the White Armies in 1920 and turning their attention towards leftist 

and anarchist activists - what is commonly referred to as the ‘Red Terror’. Russia had inspired 

anarchist activists with many, for example, Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkmen, Peter 

Kropoktin, moving there to support and build on the revolution. Motler, however, had seen the 

warning signs much earlier. He is credited with being the first anarchist-communist to print 

warning signs that not all was well with the revolution. In December 1917 (Motler 1917b, 2) he 

wrote: 

 

The Russian Revolution is running agley [awry or askew]. These little things happen 

when the people permit new rulers to pose as their saviours, instead of saving 

themselves by running the country on their own. 

 

In the same column, later, it is clear that he was referring to the Bolsheviks: 

 

The Bolsheviks are publishing some of the “secret treaties” of the old regime. They 

reveal the fact that the war for freedom, honour, etc., appears to have been incidentally 

regarded as a new game of grab. “Scratch my back...” 

 

The revolution had widespread popular global appeal amongst anarchists, socialists and 

communists and Motler was a strong supporter of the Soviets, but these comments reveal he 

was less than impressed with the direction the Bolshevik party was taking in Russia. He does, in 

a later publication, defend the Bolsheviks (Motler 1919c), as he recognises their appeal, but 

adds a caveat: ‘The real power is in the hands of the people; it is their business to see that their 
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delegates do not turn into tyrants’ (p7). After the Bolshevik Red Army had put down the 

Kronstadt uprising in March 1921, many anarchists finally realised the revolution was heading in 

a totalitarian direction and fled the country, but the impacts of the revolution were being felt 

worldwide.  

 

 

Motler and South Africa 

 

Motler wrote that he was increasingly concerned about the political situation and expressed 

these fears in a letter to Freedom editor Tom Keell, dated 8th June 1921(Motler 1921b). Sylvia 

Pankhurst had been served with a prison sentence in October 1920 for an article she wrote in 

the Dreadnought while another journalist, Guy Aldred (editor of The Spur) had been 

continuously persecuted and imprisoned by the authorities from 1916 to 1919, and after. The 

formation of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was followed by the splitting and 

fractionating of the British socialist, anarchist and communist movement. Whatever the reasons, 

on 6th May 1921 Motler set sail for South Africa where he stayed for several years. 

 

He wrote one article (Motler 1923b) and had four poems published in the Communist Review 

between 1923 and 1926 while living in South Africa (Motler 1924, Motler 1925a, Motler 1925b, 

Motler 1926). The subject of each poem tells its own story: in praise of the founder of the South 

African Communist Party and opponent of racial segregation, David Ivon Jones; a 

commemoration of the 1871 Paris Commune; a commemoration of the November (October) 

Russian 1917 revolution; and a remembrance of James Connolly, one of the instigators of the 

1916 Easter Rising in Ireland. While some might wonder that Motler wrote favourably of the 

founder of the South African Communist Party, or commemorate the Russian 1917 revolution 

considering his anarchist politics, the poems themselves celebrate the revolutionary nature of 
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Jones’ life and work, and the revolution itself, rather than what it became. While it may be the 

case that Motler’s politics changed during his time in South Africa, we do not yet know whether 

this was the case. 

 

Motler returned to London in 1925 and contacted Keell again to outline his plans to form a 

Federation in the UK to unite the various groups that wanted to be active for workers’ rights 

outside of parliament (Motler 1925b). Motler’s address at that time is given as 26 Doddington 

Grove, London SE17. It is interesting that he tried to do something that anarchists had already 

attempted in 1921. In that case, they eventually settled, albeit on uneasy ground, around the 

Anti-Parliamentary Communist Federation (APCF). Once again, it would appear that Motler had 

his own views and ideas on what needed to be done and how to put them into action, ultimately 

unsuccessfully. Motler appears to have had no connection with Aldred and those around The 

Spur or the APCF, so it is interesting that he communicated with Keell his attempts to unite the 

various groups. Curiously, there is no evidence nor commentary that we are aware of, in 

literature on anarchism, as to whether the anarchist movement paid much attention to Motler’s 

attempts. Perhaps the opportunity had long since gone, but the fact Motler tried demonstrates 

not only a strong belief in anarchist communism as late as 1925, but a willingness to be active in 

trying to bring about an anarchist federation in Great Britain. 

 

Thereafter, the trail grows cold, although there are interesting comments on Stiles (2012) which 

suggests that Motler settled into family life. At the time of writing (2024), however, we know very 

little of his politics after the attempt to unite the various anarchist and communist non-

parliamentary socialist factions in the mid-1920’s. Motler won prizes for his poetry in the South 

African National Eisteddfod in the 1940’s, wrote an introduction to the history of the South 

African Typographical Union in 1952 and was mentioned in this volume as “a popular 
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contributor to the [SATU’s] JOURNAL” (Downes, 1952). He was listed as living at Orange Grove 

in Johannesburg in the 1940’s (Mcnab and Gulston 1948).  

 

Hellen Keller - a deafblind activist sharing similar politics to Motler’s who we mentioned earlier - 

visited South Africa in 1950-51 and while records indicate that Motler may have been in London 

during her visit, there is some evidence he met Hellen Keller during her trip (Magteld Smith 

2023, personal correspondence). If so, it would be fascinating to imagine what they discussed 

and how they communicated. While Keller was highly active in the deaf, deafblind and disabled 

movement, as well as the socialist movement, we are uncertain of the extent to which Motler 

was involved with the deaf and disabled community in the context of apartheid that became the 

formal policy of South Africa after 1948. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Approaching this subject as narrative inquiry has enabled us to tell and weave together many 

stories. The main one is, of course, Motler himself, what he engaged with as an anarchist-

communist during turbulent times and we have tried to give the reader a flavour of what those 

times entailed. At worst, Motler, like other deaf people, could have been shot on the streets for 

not hearing a military order. It was a time when people were jailed for daring to criticise a war; 

they also risked ostracization, as opposition to the war was framed as unpatriotic. It is easy to 

forget that anarchists and communists were not a mass movement, they were just people who 

went out and did something to try to change the conditions - this immediately flags up the times 

in which we are living, in 2024, with climate damage already impacting lives around the world, 

and ongoing wars and genocide a part of everyday lives under capitalism. 
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In terms of his significance for Deaf Studies, it is difficult to overstate his importance. As a critic 

of the missioners in the UK as early as 1920, he is one of the first deaf people to criticise this 

system, at a time when the deaf press (e.g., the British Deaf Times) and the British Deaf and 

Dumb Association were firmly under the control of missioners and their deaf allies. It is not until 

Ladd’s (2003) publication of interviews with deaf people reflecting on their experiences of the 

missioners in the 1950s that we see similar criticism in print, over 80 years later. Motler’s 

involvement in the politics of the hearing world, rather than limiting himself to the internal politics 

of deaf communities and associations as so many of his contemporaries did, also sets him 

apart. Indeed, Motler is the only deaf person active in radical politics in the UK that we have 

discovered. While there were likely more, Motler is unique in the fact that so many of his 

contributions, beliefs and agitations have been immortalised in print. While many deaf people 

may decry the loss of his obvious talents from the community by his seeming refusal to combat 

the missioner tradition head on, his contributions to the anarchist movement make him an 

important figure to be known, remembered and recognised in the annals of deaf history. 

 

His contributions to the anarchist movement have been well documented in this paper, but it is 

telling that Motler himself may have felt under-appreciated for the impact his focus on 

accessibility and humour had on the movement’s media: 

 

In an old issue of Freedom we came across the following remarks by Voltairine de 

Cleyne, the American rebel girl [sic] poet: “there is one great fault common to all our 

papers - they are written for anarchists and not for the unconverted and, incidentally, 

they are woefully lacking in the humorous vein. Where is the good anarchist Volatire, 

who will make the Government funny?” and yet we were once told sardonically that 

SATIRE was merely a comic paper. (Motler 1918, 7) 
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Satire deserves to be recognised as far more than merely a comic paper, and Motler’s 

contributions elsewhere also deserve recognition. From being mentioned in passing in Clarion in 

1912 with an apology for not having room to publish his contribution, Motler himself became 

responsible for rejecting contributions as editor of his own journal. Staying true to his principles, 

he rejects some articles submitted to Satire based on his vision for what the anarchist press 

should be - “An article which has a good slam in it but too serious for us… regrettably too long 

and serious” (Motler 1917a, 7). This shows how far Motler had come, from someone submitting 

articles in hope, to someone who was able to shape the narrative of the movement through his 

firm beliefs about what its propaganda should look like. It also shows something that seems to 

be consistent throughout his time in England, a humour which was sharp and acidic, and yet 

always used in service of the revolutionary cause.  

 

A final point to consider – Motler did all of this through the medium of written English. Even 

today deaf people’s abilities in English, their potential to learn, their potential as people, is 

denigrated by many, including those who should be building deaf people up rather than 

knocking them down. Motler was a true author, writing fiction, poetry, propaganda, and political 

commentary with insight and a caustic wit. That he was able to do so 100 years ago, before the 

advent of modern ‘hearing technology’ and supposed advancements in the education of deaf 

children is surely a poke in the eye to the audist, ableist education system that so many deaf 

children still suffer through. Maybe more than anything, that legacy should be something to 

which we hold fast. 
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