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Good evening, everyone.  It is a true privilege to be here with you all this evening.  Here with my 
friends, members of the Deaf Community and particularly those people that have flown in from all 
over Australia.  It is just a phenomenal privilege and honour for me.   
 
I am very honoured to have a lecture named in my honour.  It means so much to me.  Over the past 40 
years, I have been very much involved in the Deaf Community initially at the Stanmore Hostel which 
later became the Stanmore Deaf Centre.   
 
I have to say that I'm usually very confident in preparing presentations but tonight I was somewhat 
challenged because it related to me.  I have to say it absolutely wasn't easy to do.  It required a lot of 
thought over quite a period of time to ensure I encapsulated all parts of my life in this presentation.  As 
you know, the title of tonight's lecture is "Colin Allen, the individual - identity, influence and insights".  I 
want you to be part of my journey as I re-live it with you this evening.   
 
As Todd, President of Deaf Australia said, in terms of this Lecture, really its purpose is to look at a 
variety of spheres of life: the Deaf Community, both in Australia as well as internationally; the human 
rights of deaf people and their families; sign language rights; international development cooperation; 
sign language rights, deaf theatre, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex and asexual+ 
rights, relationships and issues.   
 
Tonight, I would have loved to have talked about each of those issues, but I needed to select just a 
couple.  I think it's very important to reflect from where I started at a local level, then going on to a 
national and later an international level.  I started in 1986 when I first became involved in the NSW 
Deaf Community.  I was previously involved as President of the NSW Association of the Deaf that later 
became Deaf Australia NSW and I was also Chair of the Deaf Gay and Lesbian Association too.  Then in 
1987, I was elected as National President of what was previously known as the Australian Association 
of the Deaf and has more recently become Deaf Australia.  I've also been involved in numerous other 
boards.  For example, the Deaf Society of NSW and the Australian Theatre of the Deaf as well.   
 
My first exposure at international level within the international community, when I look back, was at 
the General Assembly at the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD), which was held in Tokyo, Japan in 
1991.  As I looked around at the world stage and those that were taking up leadership roles within that 
room, I aspired to that.  I was actually the official representative there for Deaf Australia, as I said, in 
1991.  At that point I was at the young age, maybe really a baby, of 29.  There were many people 
around me that were much more senior to me.   
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After the Congress, Robert Adam and I decided to prepare a proposal to put to the Australian 
Association of the Deaf.  We thought, why not, as the Deaf Community tends to do, to try and host or 
tender for the World Congress of the WFD.  That happened in Australia.  We were chosen as of the 
hosts of the 13th World Congress of the WFD in Brisbane in Queensland in 1999.  So, in fact, 20 years 
ago.   
 
That was actually the first time within the Southern Hemisphere that an international World Congress 
of the WFD had been held.  Over the period from 2011 to 2019, I was President of the WFD and then 
later for a shorter time during that period, I became Chair of the International Disability Alliance, 
commonly known as IDA.  I've had the good fortune to travel all around the world visiting many, many 
countries.   
 
I think as part of that I have a bit of a hobby that I'm going to now share with you, some fun facts.   
It is a bit of a flight diary that I've compiled.  I have flown in total 2,172,000 kilometres during that 
period.  But poor me, you might think, I have sat on a plane, again in total, 2,910 hours’ worth of flying 
time that I've had to endure sitting on a plane.  In terms of the number of flights I've taken, it's 443 
and in doing that, I've given my voluntary time to both WFD and IDA as the Chairpersons of both 
organisations.   
 
I have visited almost 80 countries.  I've delivered workshops and presentations.  Unfortunately, I 
haven't actually kept a record of the exact number, but I think it's more than one hundred.  I have also 
had the good fortune to live in developing countries from 2000 to 2009, those being Cambodia, 
Albania, Kosovo and Serbia.  I've worked with the deaf communities within those areas to ensure the 
realisation of their human rights, to actually establish leadership by deaf people within those deaf 
communities.   
 
As I said, I'm going to focus on two issues.  That's what I'm specifically going to refer to.  The first one 
is very close to my heart and that's Human Rights, and Sign Language Rights specifically.   
 
Before, however I go further, I would really like to acknowledge the many deaf leaders, the numerous 
deaf leaders worldwide and also here in Australia.  I want to applaud their work, their participation in 
the community and the encouragement they have given to deaf people.  I particularly also want to 
recognise role models in my past, people that have acted as mentors to me.  They have contributed to 
who I am and what I am today.   
 

      
Dorothy Shaw, OAM Margo Allen Anne Mac Rae Benjamin Taylor, OAM Alan Fairweather Nola Colefax, OAM 

 
Most of you would know Dorothy Shaw OAM on the top left of the screen.  In the middle is my mother, 
Margo Allen, on the right top is Anne Mac Rae, who is the previous CEO of the Deaf Society of NSW, 
then Benjamin Taylor, OAM, then in the middle, Alan Fairweather, commonly known by this sign name 
because of his ears, and of course, Nola Colefax OAM, who is in the bottom right of the screen.  All of 
those people have contributed significantly, their love, their encouragement in my formative years, to 
really mean that I felt that I could do things and I really want to extend my thanks and gratitude to 
each of them and I'm sure each of them are looking down on me tonight.   
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Of course, human rights for all.  That is rights for every 
individual, irrespective of their background, of where they 
live, of their sex or gender, of their ethnic background, of 
their race, of their colour, of their religion, of their 
language.  We're all equally entitled to human rights 
without discrimination and without oppression.  

 
If we look at global human rights, we to relate it to the laws that apply.  There are various treaties and 
the international legal system that we can refer to, the general principles in relation to human 
rights.  International human rights actually apply to country governments and it is where country 
governments commit to actually changing their laws and their policies to ensure that human rights are 
achieved.  It is about the promotion of the protection of the rights of people and that is at the very 
foundation of the individual experience, and ensuring those rights are met.   
 
I'm not going to talk through each of these eight categories, but I think I have worked tirelessly to 
spread the message about these through my time as WFD President.  I have constantly advocated, 
lobbied people to have these particular principles recognised for the Deaf Community because this is 
central to our human rights.   
 

    

  
  

If you look at birth right, that's about having the ability to acquire sign language as a birth right.   
 
Equal language, that's about sign language being of equal status to spoken language.   
 
Deaf identity, it's about people having culture and language and being part of a community, really 
seeing that they have a strong deaf identity.   
 
Bilingual education, that's about the provision of sign language and written language as the second 
language.   
 
Accessibility speaks for itself.   
 
Equal employment opportunities, we also require.  People need equal participation.   
 
Deaf people really need access to lifelong learning.   
 
Why have we done this?  I think it's quite obvious.  It's because it relates to the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities and also the Sustainable Development Goals, also known as Agenda 
2030 Sustainable Goals.  So, each of these particular principles shown on the screen actually contribute 
to that.  They give the Deaf Community the right to lobby, to advocate for their rights and to ensure 
the realisation of those rights.   
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I'm now going to move on from speaking about human rights to the next topic and this is about 
language rights with regard to minorities.   
 
Sign language should absolutely be encompassed within language 
rights and I'm sure I don't need to elaborate to this audience 
tonight.  I'm sure you're already aware of this.  Auslan, Australian Sign 
Language, is a language in its own right and the language of the Deaf 
Community.  I don't need to talk further about that.  That's a given.  
 
Auslan is absolutely the language of the Australian Deaf 
Community.  At the recent WFD Congress in Paris, France, we had a 
very well-regarded presenter deliver the opening oration by the name 
of Dr Fernand de Varennes, the UN Special Rapporteur for Minority 
Language Rights. The topic that he addressed at the Congress was as 
follows:  No-one should be left behind.   
 
The significance of language rights as part of human rights and integral is sign language rights.  He 
really emphasised the support, recognition of sign language as a minority language and the importance 
within language rights.  There was really strong acclamation from the audience to think that he would 
say that about sign language.  What he also said was the importance of acquisition and the 
responsibility that he has as part of his mandate and role to work with deaf people in ensuring the 
growth and promotion of sign language.   
 

 

Now, Deaf People and Human Rights.  I think, in approximately 2007 
or 2008, I had the great privilege of being part of an international 
project as an international project coordinator to collate data globally 
in relation to seven WFD regions.  What did that mean for me?  I was 
very fortunate because I got to travel to each of those regions and 
meet and consult with the deaf people in each of those areas.  It was 
really awe-inspiring, the information that was conveyed to 
me.  However, equally, it was tragic because many of those people, 
did they feel equal?  
 
Absolutely not.  They felt lesser beings.  They felt oppressed within 
their lives in a variety of areas within some of those countries.  At the 
end of the project, I worked with a colleague by the name of Dr Hilde 
Haualand.  

 
Together, we wrote a report collating all the data and summarising the information that we had 
collected.  What we actually found was the findings of people from 93 different countries, particularly 
with regard to developing countries.   
 
Now, you may have seen this (image next page) previously because I've used it on repeated occasions 
during my time in terms of dealing on a global basis.  I want people to learn about the issues in relation 
to the Deaf Community when I present to them.   
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Now, the main point here is the lack of access - sorry, the lack of equality for deaf people.  That occurs 
because their sign language is not recognised.  Deaf people are linguistic and cultural minorities and 
the y can be marginalised in many cases.  Deaf identify is not accepted and bilingual education isn't 
recognised.  Sign language interpreters are also not made available.  So, therefore, access isn't possible 
and that is all reflected in that report that we wrote together.   
 
Now, when I look back in terms of sign language, I want to give you some reflections on that particular 
issue.  I've done a little bit of research and what I'd like to do is to provide a summary in relation to the 
history of sign language for all of you and particularly for those in the audience that may not be as 
familiar as some others.  If you are familiar, then you can tell me whether I do well or not in this.  You 
can give me the thumbs up or the thumbs down.   
But really sign language was used on a social basis for communication, there was information about 
hand shape, about finger spelling and much was conveyed through finger-spelt means.   
 

 

If we're looking into history, in terms of western society, 
recorded history starts in the 17th century in regard to 
visual language and communication; irrespective of the 
form of communication, sign language was seen as 
gestures only.  In doing some research, if you look back 
into the fifth century, particularly within Greece, that's 
where reference first occurs. But really sign language was 
used on a social basis for communication, there was 
information about hand shape, about finger spelling and 
much was conveyed through finger-spelt means.   

Some of the scientists did some further investigation and when they looked at mankind, maybe in the 
very early days of history, they looked at who actually invented sign language, and maybe this is fact, 
possibly not.  What they really found was early man, when he used sign, probably signed rather than 
spoke, or maybe did a combination of signs and spoken language, worked between the two languages, 
and that was possibly the first time that sign language was “invented” or the communication took place 
by sign language.  If we go forward in time to 1620, some people believe a man by the name of Juan 

Sign languages are the natural languages of 
deaf people.  Recognition of sign languages is 

critical in the movement for deaf rights. 

 

A key factor to accessibility is the right to sign 
language interpreting.   

Deaf children are best instructed in subjects 
through national sign language, along with the 
written form of the national language.  Thus a 

bilingual approach in education for deaf children 
is crucial. 

 

For deaf people, accessibility often rests upon the 
availability of sign language interpreters. 

Deaf People and Human Rights, by Ms Hilde Haualand and Mr Colin Allen for the World 
Federation of the Deaf and the Swedish National Association of the Deaf, 2009  
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Pablo de Bonet invented sign language.  He wrote a book, which was about the first manual 
alphabet.  But maybe that wasn't necessarily the actual invention of sign language.  There was still 
further research to be undertaken, and some people actually point to America for being responsible 
and looked at Martha's Vineyard as a group of people who developed their own Martha's Vineyard 
Sign Language (MVSL).  That occurred because there was a plethora of deaf people and many 
generations going back in time as well as forward on that island.  If we look to the 17th century, then 
we should look at Abbe Charles Michel de L'Epee. Many deaf people know about him and they credit 
him with inventing sign language.  But was he really the first person to establish sign language?  He 
actually established free public education for deaf children certainly, and they used sign language for 
communication and that led to further development at that particular school.  He used standard sign 
language there.  This later became French Sign Language, commonly known as FSL and then that 
spread out through Europe.  Equally, America set up the American School for the Deaf and that took 
place in 1817.  Who was responsible for that?  That was actually Laurent Clerc, who is known by this 
sign name.  He did that with Thomas Gallaudet, known by this sign name.  So, we have huge respect 
for him for establishing American Sign Language within that context.   
 
What about Laurent Clerc?  He brought French Sign Language to America.  So, can we really say that it 
was Thomas Gallaudet that established sign language?  I'm not so sure about that.   
 
There are many deaf children that went to different deaf schools and they actually came up with their 
own sign communication, sign language.  It's just an inherent part of deaf children, I think, to try and 
communicate by sign language.   
 
When we look at all of this, if then we go forward to William Stokoe in 1995, he was the Chairperson 
of Gallaudet University and he was responsible for teaching English.  He didn't know about deaf people, 
deaf culture or language; he wasn’t fluent in American Sign Language but Dr William Stokoe actually 
started to investigate further. In the late 1960s, oralism had been the mode of communication 
predominating within the education system and sign language was very much put to the side; it wasn't 
respected as a language.  At that time, sign language was actually forbidden to be used within the 
education system, within the 1960s and 70s.  Really, ASL, American Sign Language, was typified as 
gestures only and not as a true language.  Many people initially were critical of Stokoe's work in regard 
to ASL until he published a work in conjunction with another person and it was actually the Dictionary 
of American Sign Language on Linguistic Rights from 1965.  Then what happened?  His research 
revolutionised what was occurring in that sphere.  It was actually recognised as a real language, that 
ASL was an actual language and the language of the Deaf Community.   
 
From 1965 in America, we then go forward in time to the 1980s, we then 
have Dr Trevor Johnston.  What do you know?  Within the Australian 
Deaf Community, Australian Sign Language was recognised as our 
language.  He was the one behind that.  He coined the term "Auslan".  In 
other words, Australian Sign Language.   
 
Prior to that, deaf people had certainly been signing, and that was 
commonly known as "deaf signing" or Australian Deaf Sign Language, 
something like that, but the term Auslan actually gave it 
credibility.  Auslan was recognised as a community language in 
1991.  Before that time, in 1990, the Australian Association of the Deaf 
actually established a group known as the Auslan Advisory Board, 
otherwise known as AUSLAB.   
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It was a very significant group and the people involved were Dr Breda Carty, Dr Donovan Cresdee, the 
late Dr Jan Branson, the late Dr Graham Peters, Dr Robert Adam and me.  That group was actually 
established to respond to a Federal Government publication known as "The Green Paper", which 
talked about the languages of Australia.  It was a consultation paper in terms of Australian literacy and 
Australian policy at that time within the 1990s.  That's what it was exploring.  So, there was quite a lot 
of negotiation and consultation and quite a lot of push-back in terms of our rights to sign language, 
but eventually it was established, and a White Paper was the result.   
 
It became part of the National Language Policy and that's still in existence today.  That led to the 
growth and development of sign language, deaf sign language users and the establishment of various 
groups to represent people from non-English-speaking backgrounds who were also involved and it 
actually looked at people's heritage, their culture, their social life, their identity and their relationships 
and collaborations, and it not only happened in non-English-speaking background groups but also for 
Auslan, Australian Sign Language users as well.  It recognised that Auslan was an indigenous Australian 
language.   
 
I would also like to remind you that Auslan was actually recognised at policy level only and not in 
legislation.  It has not been legally recognised, and I really want to emphasise that point.  The benefits 
have been in its use within the education system and the provision of English/Auslan 
interpreters.  That's what that has led to, but it hasn't actually been officially recognised.   
 
Deaf Australia has a policy about Auslan, and it says that Auslan is recognised by the Australian 
Government as the language of our linguistic minority.  It actually recognises us, it's helpful, but it's 
not enough to ensure that deaf people are able to achieve their linguistic rights.   
 

  
 
A few months ago, an Australian delegation went to Geneva in Switzerland and they were there to 
provide a report called Disability Rights Now 2019.  The UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities was hearing the report, and it's a very significant report that they provided.  They were 
representing the Australian community of people with disabilities.  One of the recommendations that 
they actually made in their representations to the UN was that the Committee should propose the 
recognition of Auslan as an official language.   
 
Are you excited to know what the Australian Government response was?  Are you ready?  I can see 
some people are anticipating the response.  Some people are thinking "No, the Australian Government 
didn't necessarily report positively".  Maybe you would like to read this for yourself.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘…distinguished member of the Committee.  

We were asked about Ausland. So Australia does not have national languages, however, the importance of Auslan is recognized 
in Australia and it’s considered an official language since 1991. And there are a range of programs that support the use of 
Ausland, in particularly in education.   

A common theme through many of the questions that we have been asked in this bracket of question was about accessible 
communication and …’ 
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The official response by the Australian Government is this (as shown on the slide), this happened at 
the UN, and what I can say to that is “BLOODY ...” - I will leave it to your imagination.  You can fill in 
the gaps.   
 
That's really wrong information.  The Australian Government said, or they confirmed, that Auslan is 
the recognised language of the community since 1991 but Auslan, is not legally recognised by the 
Australian Government.  It is only recognised at policy level within the National Language Policy, 
despite what they said, and so I would say it's a big mess, and the Australian Government is responsible 
for that, the Federal Australian Government and they're speaking about our language, and it's really 
critical for all of us to actually clarify that, to do further investigation, so that they actually become 
aware about Auslan in more depth.   
 
Now, I'm going to share what I might call more positive highlights 
with you - the brighter side.  Towards the end of my term as 
President of the WFD, one of the most amazing experiences in 
terms of lobbying for me was when I had opportunity to meet with 
people at the UN in New York and to meet with various missions 
that represented countries.  I would approach them and ask for 
their support of an International Day of Sign Languages.  I really 
reinforce the idea of sign languages - languages with an “s”.  I want 
to tell you something, that I actually drove to Canberra and I met 
with the Federal Government and I made the request directly to 
them asking whether the Australian Government support or 
what's known as co-sponsor that Resolution, to establish this Day.  
 
Their response was "No".  I was somewhat taken aback that the Australian Government wouldn't do 
that.  However, eventually they did change their mind and actually did support the Resolution.  In fact, 
we had 97 countries globally, including Australia, support the Resolution to establish the International 
Day of Sign Languages.  That now takes place every year on 23 September.  That particular day was 
chosen because the WFD was established in 1951 on that day.  So it's really a commemoration, not 
only now on the International Day of Sign Languages but it really encourages countries around the 
world that haven't actually recognised their sign languages, their country's sign languages to do so, 
and I have to say Australia is one of those too, but it's a really significant day because it actually means 
that deaf people can look at their identity and realise the importance of sign language in terms of their 
part in general society and integrating within the Deaf Community.   
 
Okay, you might be pleased to know that I'm almost at my conclusion.  I really want to thank you for 
participating tonight in this inaugural lecture.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, what I would like to do is to conclude and refer to three things, those being identity, the second 
one influence and insights.   
 
Let's take “identity” first of all.  I'm obviously, a deaf person.  I'm a sign language user and I'm deaf and 
gay.  I'm a deaf gay father and also a grandfather.  It's very clear, I'm very proud of those identities.  I'm 
never going to stop my advocacy because I want the betterment of the community and the world for 
the Deaf Community.   
 

• Identity 
• Influence 
• Insights 
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I have recently been offered a new role and I'm going to be relocating to America at the end of this 
year.  I will become a Visiting Lecturer at the National Technical Institute for the Deaf within Rochester 
Institute of Technology, and what I'm going to be doing is setting up a new degree focusing on deaf 
leadership while I'm there.  I'm really very excited about this.  I will have responsibility for documenting 
the programs and I will use my identity to disseminate that influence.   
 
In terms of influence, what I often say is that I've been very fortunate to have the opportunity in a 
leadership capacity to be an international chairperson of two organisations, as I referred to previously, 
and I often say it's not about me, Colin Allen, it's absolutely not about me.  It's very much focused on 
the language, sign language, and that that has given me the opportunity and the empowerment to talk 
with so many important people; with different country Presidents, Prime Ministers, Ministers for 
Foreign Affairs, and what am I doing?  I'm talking about the really significant issues, but all of that has 
as its foundation, sign language.  I think what's really impacted on them and what they've taken away 
as the take-away message is that I've been using sign language, and hopefully they can exercise some 
influence in their countries with their country's sign language.  I've stood in front of the UN General 
Assembly which is a massive undertaking.  It is huge when you look out into that auditorium within the 
UN.  I saw a room full of people nodding at me when I raised these issues and that really was very 
inspirational on a personal basis.   
 
Now, I think if you look at the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, particularly 
Article 21, which talks about the critical promotion and recognition of sign language.  The importance 
of spreading that word and I was given that opportunity to raise the profile of sign language in those 
various countries, but the job is not over.  I think, approximately 48-50 countries worldwide have 
actually legally recognised sign language and that's it and when I say "legal recognition", I mean at the 
legislative level which then gives deaf people, the right to use sign language in all aspects of their lives 
within society.   
 
Now, when I look at insights, okay, I’ve thought quite a lot about this.  I’ve certainly had to incorporate 
dual roles in my being.  At the start of my life, I realised that I was gay when I was about 11 years of 
age and the Deaf Community at that point did not accept me.  I felt a great deal of oppression in terms 
of trying to exercise my rights.  The community forced me to be with a female as a demonstration and 
I felt the need to demonstrate that I had a girlfriend and that then I would be accepted by the 
community.  It was like I had the passport into the community if I could show that I was a straight man 
and so really, I was living a double life.  That forced me to play a dual role, but over time I gained more 
and more confidence and I met my first partner in America, and he decided to move to Australia with 
me.  I informed my parents of that fact and you need to remember that my parents were both deaf.  So 
maybe they were wondering about how they could let everybody know and as to how they could say 
that their son was arriving home with his boyfriend.  Often people would say to them "Oh, surely not 
a boyfriend.  You've made a mistake.  It's a girlfriend".  They would reinforce, "No, it's actually a 
boyfriend".  So, in fact, that opened the doors a lot.  Then I started working for the AIDS Council of 
New South Wales and that led to a huge transition within the Deaf Community, I think because I was 
working there, but also because a lot of the Deaf Community until that time was unable to get access 
to education about HIV and AIDS.  I was also involved with the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras.  My 
job was to organise performances with Auslan interpreters on stage.  That meant again that the 
message was disseminated to many people that were attending those events.  It was really thrilling, a 
coming together of all of the parts of my life.   
 
Now, if I look in another sphere, I need to talk about two worlds that I'm part of, obviously, the Deaf 
Community and the deaf world, but also there's the hearing community and the hearing world that 
exists concurrently with that.  That said, I'm actually part of both worlds in terms of my way of 
conversation, my culture, etc.  I align very much with the Deaf Community and I understand that the 
hearing community has different ways of being and acting and sometimes never the twain shall meet 
but I've had to integrate both spheres of influence.  I've had challenges in the way that I have interacted 
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with people; sometimes people make silly comments.  People ask me "Can deaf people have sex?" and 
related to that “What do you like??”  Come on!!  What I needed to do was to be very diplomatic with 
them and think about both cultures.  In many ways, I'm bi-cultural, and I'm sure that's the experience 
of many people in this audience as well.   
 
More recently, I've seen on TV, a program known as "The Interview" with the interviewer being Andrew 
Denton.  He did a great interview with Julie Bishop recently, the former Minister for Foreign 
Affairs.  She talked about flirting.  I don't know whether people have seen that interview but please go 
home and watch it.  As I watched it, I thought to myself, "Wow, I do some of that same kind of 
behaviour; i.e. flirting with hearing people, in terms of the way I explain things, I try to draw them in 
to get an understanding of our language and culture and community.  Often when I'm arguing with 
politicians, for example, about particular issues, I think that requires flirting as well.  Maybe you're 
wondering whether I'm talking about male or female politicians, but I'll leave that for your reflection…   
 
Thank you very much and thank you for your involvement tonight.  With very much appreciation, I 
extend my gratitude to you.   
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