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The originals are not original.
— Ralph Waldo Emerson'

Something . . . may have eluded you in passing, namely, this
belong-to-me aspect of representations, So reminiscent of
property.

— Jacques Lacan®
We photograph things in order to drive them out of our

minds. My stories are ways of shutting my eyes.
—  Franz Kafka®

I. HANDSs

At age twenty-eight, Helen Keller, a recent graduate of Rad-
cliffe College, cum laude in English, and already the author of two
highly praised books, The Story of My Life* and The World I Live In}
is suspected once again of plagiarism. A letter to an editor com-
plains that she has lifted a passage word for word from the work
of the English Unitarian clergyman and philosopher, James Mar-
tineau. The reply made by this remarkable woman—deaf and
blind since her second year—is forthright and sensible, explain-
ing that friends often read “interesting fragments” to her “in a
promiscuous manner,” and that if she then uses them in her writ-
ing, it is difficult to trace the “fugitive sentences and paragraphs”

* Associate Professor of English, Center for the Study of Psychoanalysis and Cul-
ture, State University of New York at Buffalo. Ph.D., 1974, Stanford University. I am
grateful to friends and colleagues who read and commented on earlier drafts: Joan
Copjec, Margreta de Grazia, Peter Jaszi, Claire Kahane, Deidre Lynch, Irving Massey,
Fred See, Madelon Sprengnether, Elisabeth Weston, Martha Woodmansee. 1 also wish
to thank Kenneth Stuckey, research librarian at the Perkins School for the Blind, for his
skilled and cordial assistance.

1 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Quotation and Originality, in 8 RALPH WaLpo EMERsON, CoL-
LECTED WoRrks 175, 180 (Centenary ed., 1979). .

2 JacqQuEs Lacan, Of the Gaze as Objet Petit a, in THE FOUR FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS OF
PsycHo-ANaLysis 67, 81 (Jacques-Alain Miller ed., Alan Sheridan trans., 1981) [herein-
after, Lacan, Gaze].

3 GusTAV JANOUCH, CONVERSATIONS WITH KAFKA, quoled in ROLAND BARTHES, CAMERA
Luciba: REFLECTIONS oN PHoToGRAPHY 53 (Richard Howard trans., 1981).

4 Heren KELLER, THE STORY OoF My Lire (1954) (1903).

5 HeLen KeELLER, THE WorLp 1 Live IN (1908).
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which have been spelled into her hand. But this is not the first
time that her writing has aroused suspicion. She r.m.,mm_m says she
has been troubled by several such cases. :w.oBm,m:.smm I think I
ought to stop writing altogether,” she complains, “since 1 nwimg
tell surely which of my ideas are Uo_%.os\mm m‘mmawm; except for
those which I gather from books in raised print.”” o
Helen Keller is aware that she reads books in two distinct
modes. In one mode, she is an autonomous reader, her hand
actively tracing and deciphering the vaE:m:noan .m::oommma on
the page. In the other, she is Hrw oEmQ of a “promiscuous | gen-
erosity, the hands of others signing into hers a mixture of discur-
sive fragments, which she remembers but cannot place as having
an origin or a source. In one mode, her fingers trace a r:mwm
sequence of signs across the o_dm.ama surface of a page, mﬂn
word in its own place on its own line. In the ,093 Bo.&m, et
hand is itself the surface on which someone else’s fingers imprint
a sequence of tactile signs, a sequence that is not spatial but Sﬂ-
poral, with letters, words, and sentences all spelled one after the
other onto the same surface. o
The hand becomes all-important to her. With 1t, .mrm makes
do in the absence of sight and sound, and it matters immensely
that her access to language—and to knowledge n mmz.mﬁ;l‘a
channeled almost entirely through the sensuous and intimate
medium of touch. The blind who have their hearing can still hear
a book read to them, and in the United States the system of talk-
ing-book libraries furnishes the blind Ewmr.wmn.oama books free Mm
charge. Similarly, the deaf who have their EWE can read books
directly, and for conversation they also have sign _.w:mc.wmm“ some
dialects of which are wonderfully rich and subtle in chirographic
expressiveness.” For the deaf-blind, however, the touch of the
hand is the only way to read or converse, U%.SCQ:DM a G.OOF or
by touching hands, or, as Helen Keller did very .w&aoaf g\.
touching another person’s mouth. In The World I Live In, Wm_wﬁ
says, “In all my experiences and thoughts I am consctous of a
hand. Whatever moves me, whatever thrills me, 1s as a rmz.a that
touches e in the dark.”® Of course, the sense of touch is not
limited to the hand, and Keller describes herself as possessing a

-
“HER: 1 - ¢ {e KELLER AND ANNE
6 JosepH P. LasH, HELEN AND TEACHER: THE Mnow,\ oF HELEN N
m:rr%\Mz Macy 342-43 (1980). Anyone who studies Helen Keller and Anne Sullivan
owes a great debt to Lash for this biography. - o
7 @w generally OLIVER SACHS, SEEING VOICES: A JOURNEY INTO THE WORLD OF THE
Dear (1990).
8 Kprrer, THE WorLp 1 Live In, supra note 5, at 6.
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deliciously unbounded sensation of perceiving the world through
the whole surface of her body. “Sometimes it seems as if the very
substance of my flesh were so many eyes looking out at will upon
a world new created every day.”® Thus conceived, the mind real-
izes itself in a world unstructured by the hierarchy of visual per-
spective, in and as a body unstructured by the hierarchy of sight
over the other senses: every moment is newly created and wholly
perceived.

“Promiscuous’’ is Keller’s word for an important mode of
reading—it applies both to the person who reads and the mixed,
indeterminate object of her reading. For the other mode impor-
tant to her, the word that suggests itself as the opposite of pro-
miscuous is “proper,” signifying what is bounded and structured
in the field of vision, what Lacan calls the “belong-to-me aspect of
representations, so reminiscent of property.”*° Of course, for
Keller it is not a visual field, but the perceptual field which she
learns to construct for herself out of the experience of her hands:
there, in an incident very early in her relationship with Anne Sul-
livan, she is forced to acquire a sense not only of the “belong-to-
me” but of the “belong-to-you” aspect (what English lawyers used
to call the meum et teum) of that space. Sullivan calls the incident a
“battle royal.” Helen’s table manners, she says, were “appal-
ling.” “She puts her hands in our plates and helps herself, and
when the dishes are passed, she grabs them and takes out
whatever she wants.”!! After a struggle in a locked dining room,
lasting two, maybe three hours, Annie succeeded in getting
Helen to eat with a spoon, to eat from her own plate and not
from others’, and to use a napkin—properly. This was a necessary
first step before Helen would be responsive to Annie’s attempts
to teach her language, but her lifelong experience of touching the
world in order to “see” it makes it difficult for her to sustain a
sense of the boundaries routinely respected by people with hear-
ing and sight, boundaries defined by those absolutely fundamen-
tal rules which we teach our children: keep your hands to
yourself and don’t touch what isn’t yours.

It is in the space between ‘‘proper” and ‘‘promiscuous”
reading, then, that Helen Keller finds herself accused of plagia-

9 Jd. at 41. Compare John Milton’s Samson, a blind poet’s blind hero: “‘why was the
sight / To such a tender ball as th’ eye confin’d? / So obvious and so easy to be
quench't, / And not like feeling, through all parts diffus’d, / That she might look at will
through every pore?” JouN MILTON, Samson Agonistes, lines 96-100, in Joun MiLToN:
CoMPLETE POEMS AND Major Prose (Merritt Hughes, ed., 1957) (1671).

10 [acaN, Gaze, supra note 2, at 81.
11 KeLLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 248.
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rism, the space where she cannot tell for sure whether something
is hers or someone else’s, and where she feels at times that she
ought to stop writing altogether. It is also here, in this space be-
tween the proper and the promiscuous, that I want to locate my
exploration of Helen Keller and the question of plagiarism. As 1
have suggested already, with an allusion to Lacan, I proceed in
the awareness of psychoanalytic as well as other modes of in-
quiry, all of which feature strongly visual concepts in their theo-
retical discourse. I want to try, as best I can as someone with
sight and hearing, to understand what it is for someone deaf and
blind to be an author.'? What happens, for instance, to Fou-
cault’s concept of the “author-effect,” when we factor out the vis-
ual and auditory dimensions of writing—when reading and
writing are performed as fouct, with its dual potential, both trans-
gressive and proprietary.'® Or, what happens to the intensely
visual aspect of much psychoanalytic theory—Lacan’s ‘‘mirror
stage”'* or Winnicott’s “mirror role of the mother?”'® Does a
deaf-blind child experience a mirror stage? And, if she does,
what is the mirror and its significance? Is it just a metaphor? Or,
to cite Foucault again: what is the Panopticon to the blind, or,
for that matter, to the deaf-blind? Foucault says of the Panop-
ticon—for him the quintessential mechanism of social disci-
pline—that its major effect is to induce “a state of conscious and
permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of
power” that “[he] who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who
knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he
makes them play spontaneously upon himself; . . . he becomes
the principle of his own subjection.”’® Can we locate Helen Kel-
ler in a social space theorized in this way? Assuming that she 18
subjected to a field of visibility, does she know she is so subjected?
Is she aware of that visual dimension of herself which is available

12 [t is quite a different matter to try, as a man with sight and hearing, to understand
what it is for a deaf-blind woman to be an author.

13 MicHEL Foucauvrr, What is an Author?, in LANGUAGE, COUNTER-MEMORY, PRACTICE
118 (Donald Bouchard ed., 1977). Foucault distinguishes between the eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century construction of discourse as property and an earlier construction of
it as transgression: ““In our culture . .. discourse was not originally a thing, a product, or
a possession, but an action situated in a bipolar field of sacred and profane, lawful and
unlawful, religious and blaspbemous. It was a gesture charged with risks long before it
became a possession caught in a circuit of property values.” [d. at 124. 3

14 JAcQUES LacaN, The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I (1949), in EcrITs:
A SeLecTiON (Alan Sheridan traps., 1977) [hereinafter LACAN, Mirror Stagel.

15 D.W. WINNICOTT, Mirror Role of Mother and Family in Child Development (1967), in
PLAYING AND REALITY 111-18 (1971) [hereinafter WINNICOTT, Murror Role).

16 MicuiL FoucaurLt, DISCIPLINE AND Punis: THE BIRTH OF THE PRISON 201-03
(Alan Sheridan trans., 1979).
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to others but not to her?'?

These two terms of deaf-blind reading, the proper and the
promiscuous, are chosen deliberately for their lack of a visual or
auditory connotation. They are also understood to be related,
not as polar opposites constituting a structure, but as terms of an
asymmetrical semiotic relation: one term defines the other. The
promiscuous is defined as such only from the standpoint of the
proper. It bears the imprint of “‘proper” thinking, for the pro-
miscuous is structured as a feared or censured lack of propriety, a
lack of boundaries and names and ordered relations. Promiscuity
is in-decent, un-seemly, im-proper. What the promiscuous actu-
ally “is,” is a question that cannot be answered, for it can be
posed only from a “proper” standpoint—although ““standpoint”
is a questionable term here, since the proper knows itself only in
opposition to the promiscuous, constructing a difference as the
“point” it “‘stands” on. Therefore, to say that it is in the space
between proper and promiscuous reading that Helen Keller finds
herself accused of plagiarism, is to locate her, not between polar
opposites, but in a narrative and conversionary space, where an
“T structures itself by an act of appropriation, an act initiated in
response to trauma in order to recuperate what is experienced as
a shattered self. The trauma of the original accusation of plagia-
rism, when she was eleven years old, may have been cruel and
unnecessary, but its ultimate effect is unavoidable. Like the “bat-
tle royal” in which Annie forces Helen to eat a proper meal,
keeping her hands out of other people’s food, the trauma of be-
ing accused of plagiarism forces Helen to become aware of where
her hands have been in other people’s words: only then does she
begin to be an author.

Furthermore, her experience discloses a crucial relation be-
tween blindness and autobiographical narrative, a virtual impera-
tive for narrative in blind experience. The visual field for sighted
persons is a field of kinetic images—fluid, shifting, actively mobile
and elusive, not to be pinned down, not by the unaided eye.'®

17 Compare Diderot, who reports of the blind man of Puisaux, that the spectacle of
power (les signes extérieurs de la puissance) is nothing to him, and that he scoffs at the threat
of being imprisoned in a dungeon. DENis DIDEROT, Letter on the Blind for the Use of Those
Who See, in DIDEROT'S EARLY PHILOsoPHICAL WORKs 77-78 (Margaret Jourdain. trans.,
Open Court Pub., 1916) (1749). But see FOUCAULT, supra note 16, at 200, for whom the
dungeon is the opposite of the Panopticon: Bentham's design for the ideal prison, a ring
of cells open to a central observation tower, is not where one is shut away but where one
is made visible: *‘[v]isibility is a trap.”

18 Sge Joun HurL, TOUCHING THE ROCK: AN EXPERIENCE OF BLINDNESS (1990). In this
extraordinary account of going blind, Hull finds that his way of remembering faces—
even his own face—is not what he expected: “When 1 try to conjure up the memory of a



62 Jim Swan

Looked at another way, it is precisely this kinetic quality of the
visual that provides us with a continuously modulated three-di-
mensional map of ourselves In space, although we cannot see the
process of this mapping, because it is not available to us to look
“another way.” As with Lacan’s account of the gaze, it is the view
of ourselves from the position of the other, a position which we
can never occupy.'® Iam in a room and turn my head, and what I
see is not just the movement of the room’s features: what I also
see, but without being able to see that I see it, is the continuously
adjusted mapping of my own existence in the room, my relation
to the chair (and you in it), a table, a window, the cat on the back
of the sofa. I want to say that I see these features, that I actively
focus my eyes and my mind and look at them, and as a conse-
quence they become visible to me. But what is also happening is
that T am seeing myself continuously represented and made visi-
ble where I am in the space of the room—although, again, this is

loved face, I cannot seem to capture it, but the straight edges of [a] photograph seem to

fix the mobile features firmly in my mind, so that I can imagine myself gazing at the

image.” Id. at 19. This tells us a great deal about the place of the photograph in sighted

as well as blind experience, and the way the technology of the camera has intervened

over the last century and a half to transform our conception of the visual field. Hull

understands acutely the effect on him of not being able to visualize space or visualize

himself in space, and he comes to relish moments when the wind is blowing or when it

rains. In wind and rain, sound performs the role of light in shaping for him an audible

space where there was no space before. For a blind person in a space that is otherwise

silent, there are only intermittent sounds that seem to come from nowhere and then

disappear. There is no shape or continuity of space, no sense of things existing before

or after they happen to announce themselves as sound. Opening the door one evening,

he hears the rain in the garden, and in its varying sound he can make out even the
contours of the lawn, the rain “shaping out the curvature” for him. Id. at 30. Itis “an

experience of great beauty . ... 1 feel as if the world, which is veiled until I touch it, has

suddenly disclosed itself to me. . . . I am no longer isolated, preoccupied with my
thoughts .. . I am presented with a totality, a world that speaks to me.” d. at 31. At
another time, in early morning rain, he listens for what it tells him of the many textures,

layers and shapes of the world within earshot. Thinking of the common opinion that the
blind live in their bodies rather than in the world, he compares his sense of his body to
his sense of the rain. The body too is multi-layered and multi-textured, and he appre-
hends it not as an image but as multiple “arrangements of sensitivities, a conscious
space comparable to the patterns of the falling rain. . . . My body and the rain intermin-
gle, and become one audio-tactile, three-dimensional universe, within which and
throughout the whole of which lies my awareness.” Id. at 133. This blind epiphany is
surprisingly like Helen Keller’s sense of perceiving through the whole surface of her
body a world that is in a continuous process of becoming. What Hull underscores is the
sharp contrast between the simultaneity and totality of perception in a moment like this,
its pleasure heightened by a feeling of recovered loss, and the very different experience
of “‘the single-track line of consecutive speech which makes up [his] thoughts.” Id. He
imagines the rain stopping and his sense of the world shrinking to the surface of his own
body. Then he goes a step further and imagines himself paralyzed from the neck down,
deprived even of his body sense, and he wonders at what point he becomes “only a line
of thought-speech.” Id. It is this difference between the three-dimensional totality of
perception in rare moments of fully realized acoustic space and the linearity of discur-
sive thought that Hull comes back to again and again in his narrative.

19 See LacaN, Gaze, supra note 2, at 72-75.
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not something I can say I actually see. The blind tell us what it is
like to live in the absence of this invisible dimension of the visi-
ble—the way, without our noticing, that it assures us moment by
moment of our own reality in the space of appearance. Without
.m:nr assurance, the blind woman’s walk through the world is an
intensely narrative activity. In a familiar space blindness means a
continuous exercise of memory and prediction. In an unfamiliar
space, it means getting other people’s help to mark out a path, or
1t means constructing a narrative around the sounds and sensa-
tions (or, for Helen Keller, just the sensations) that come and go
at will and without notice. This has a very specific consequence
for Helen Keller as a writer. John Macy, the editor of her first
book, The Story of My Life, says that, unlike a sighted person

Helen F&G .nrm capacity to “‘go back over [her] work, shuffle mrm
pages, interline, rearrange, see how the paragraphs look in proof,

and so construct the whole work before the eye, as an mnn::mnm
constructs his plans.”?° Instead, Helen relies entirely on memory
to construct her narrative as a whole, just as she must rely on
narrative memory to fashion the coherence of herself from day to
day. This ability to construct herself as narrative, though, is

something that Helen does not achieve without considerable pain
and trouble.

. II. My Worps, YourR WORDs

It is not the accusation of 1908 but an earlier one that consti-
tutes a fundamental trauma for Helen Keller. In November
_m.mf when she was eleven, she sent a birthday present :w
Michael Anagnos, head of the Perkins Institution (now “School”)
for E,m Blind. She had written a story for him titled “The Frost
5.:@.. " Annie, in a cover letter said, “We thought it pretty and
original.”®! A rather conventional piece of narrative scene paint-
ing, the story tells how frost fairies accidentally transform the au-
tumn landscape, coloring all the leaves crimson and gold.
.>:w®5muw was very pleased, calling the story a “precious gift,” and
immediately had it printed in the Perkins alumni Bm@mes,m The
Mentor, rather than waiting for the appearance of the annual re-
port several months later. From there it was picked up and pub-
rm.rn.a E\.ﬂ\& Goodson Gazette, a Virginia weekly for the deaf and
blind. Within just a week, however, the editor of the weekly was
shown a children’s book by Margaret T. Canby, Birdie and His

2 -
mw KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 224.
LAsH, supra note 6, at 132.
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Fairy Friends, In which one of the stories was “The Frost Fair-
ies.”?2 The editor then published his findings along with parallel
columns of matching phrases and paragraphs from the two sto-
ries. In the turmoil that followed, most of the accusations were
directed at Anne Sullivan as the one who had attempted to “‘palm
off” the story as Helen’s own, but Annie and Helen both firmly
denied that Canby’s story had ever been read to Helen. Anagnos
was embarrassed by the incident. Though he voted officially to
clear them both of any dishonesty, he was apparently dissatisfied
and remained suspicious. Years later, Helen recalled learning
that Anagnos privately continued to accuse both Annie and her-
self of deceit, and once he was quoted as saying that Helen was

“a living lie.”?*> She and Annie were never to forgive him.
Helen Keller’s story has been told many times, and the
“Frost King”’ episode Is usually presented as a decisive event in
her early experience. However, until Joseph Lash researched the
episode for his dual biography of Helen and Annie, everyone
tended to repeat Sullivan’s 1892 version that portrays Helen at
the age of eight having Canby’s story read mto her palm by Mrs.
Hopkins, Annie’s friend from Perkins,** then forgetting it until
three years later when she writes her own story as an unconscious
copy of it. Typically, Helen’s earlier biographers cite this ex-
tended process of forgetting and later recall as a sign of Helen’s
genius, “[h]er phenomenal power of concentration,”?® her “re-
markable” or ‘‘astonishing” memory.2® But the evidence does
not bear this out. Distributed in several parts of The Story of My
Life and Michael Anagnos’s lengthy account of Helen in the Per-
kins Institution Annual Report for 1891,%27 there are letters and
narrative passages which, when gathered together, suggest sev-
eral possibilities: either Helen simply remembered “The Frost
. ;

22 MaRGARET T. CANBY, BIRDIE AND His Fairy FRIENDS (Philadelphia, Wm. F. Fell &
Co. 1873).

28 LasH, supra note 6, at 168.

24 Tt was to Mrs. Sophia C. Hopkins, who had been her house mother at Perkins, that
Annie addressed the letters she wrote from Alabama recording her early progress with
Helen. In the summer of 1888, Helen and Annie visited Mrs. Hopkins at her home in
Brewster, Mass. Annie, still having trouble with her eyes, asked Mrs. Hopkins to care for
Helen while she sought treatment and some rest. In her explanatory letter in 1892 to
John Hitz, Annie says that it was during her absence that Mrs. Hopkins probably read
stories from Canby’s book into Helen’s hand. KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4,
at 343.

25 Van Wyck Brooks, HELEN KELLER: SKETCH FOR A PORTRAIT 35 (1956).

26 HeLeN ELMIRA WAITE, VALIANT CompaNIONS: HELEN KELLER AND ANNE SULLIVAN
Macy 145 (1959); EILEEN BIGLAND, HeLeN KELLER 92 (1967).

27 Sixtieth Annual Report, Perkins Institution for the Blind (1892) (reporting on academic
year 1890-91) [hereinafter Perkins Report].
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Fairies” and several other stories in Canby’s book, or she had re-
cent and frequent access to them, or she and Annie used key
passages and phrases from the stories as a shared code for con-
versing about landscapes and seasons. Perhaps her relationship
to Canby’s book was a combination of these, continuing through
the whole vmlom, from the summer of 1888 to the fall of 1891,
when Helen says she wrote ‘“The Frost King.” For instance, in
early August 1891, well before any autumn change in the leaves,
which Helen says inspired her story, she writes a letter vividly
describing a thunderstorm, and the description matches a part of
Canby’s story, “The Dew Fairies,” almost word for word:
“Teacher and I watched from our window the great black clouds
chasing one another swiftly across the sky, seeming to growl an-
grily when they met, and sending bright flashes of lightning at
each other like swords.”2® (The key words here are “teacher and
I’—for Helen, waiching is an activity always mediated by other
people’s words, other people’s hands.) Some weeks later, on
September 29, she writes a letter to Anagnos, telling him how
much she enjoys the books that Annie reads to her and their
walks together in the autumn landscape:

We were especially happy when the trees began to put on their
autumn robes. Oh, yes! I could imagine how beautiful the
trees were, all aglow, and rustling in the sunlight. We thought
the.leaves as pretty as flowers, and carried great bunches home to mother.
The golden leaves I called buttercups and the red ones roses. One day
teacher said, “Yes, they are beautiful enough to comfort us for the
flight of summer.”°

Hrm italicized words come from Canby’s story, “The Frost Fair-
ies.”3® In her later account, Helen alludes to this letter and
others of the same period, acknowledging that phrases in them
showed how saturated her mind was with Canby’s language. In
particular, she quotes the sentence she attributes to Annie, about
the comfort given by autumn’s beauty, and says it is “an idea di-
rect from Miss Canby’s story.”®! It is in fact an exact quotation,
and it also appears word-for-word in “The Frost King.” As an
example of how Helen goes about adapting her model, she draws
the phrases quoted together in the letter from different parts of

28 Jd. at 93.

29 I4. at 79 (emphasis added).

30 See KELLER, Story of My Life, supra note 4, at 349-50, 354. Anne Sullivan, in her
statement about the incident, included by Macy as part of Keller’s book, prints the two
stories side by side in parallel columns. Id.

31 Id. at 67.
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Canby’s story. Then, when she writes “The Frost King,” she
uses these phrases in virtually the same order as they m.ﬁ@wm« n
Canby, but with variations of context and phrasing. For mstance,
she includes the phrase about leaves as pretty as mwzmqm‘ Zwﬁ_mn-
ing “pretty” with “lovely,” but says nothing about mother” and
omits the comparisons with buttercups and roses.

There are numerous, well documented .:.umnmznmm where
Helen adapts or copies from Canby’s book—not just “The Frost
Fairies” but other stories as well. How much is from _osmm-:..ws:
memory and how much from more recent “promiscuous’” read-
ing is an open question and, I think, unresolvable. mcﬁm:r ﬁ:mm
process of imitation and adaptation was a fundamental part o
Helen's education. From the circumstances of the September
1891, letter to Anagnos, it seems that Annie :samnm.aooa s&wﬁ. it

“would mean for Helen to learn about the world, @ww.:nc_wl% in 1ts
visual dimension: she would have to learn .wc.o:m it as language.
According to Nella Braddy, who was Annie’s biographer and
talked with her about her methods:

She had to get Helen’s lessons out of the Bm.:mlw_ at hand—
they worked together—she asked Helen to write what she saw.
Then Annie would give touches like color, then they would
read stories in Youth’s Library and notice what these rma de-
scribed that they hadn’t. Then they would add those details to

make it more interesting.*?

. The world as language comes to Helen largely out mm books.??
| Coaxed to write what she “‘sees,” she comes to “see’” what she
| writes, which is the imagery and phrasing of :.Emammsﬁr-nm:ﬁcw%
~ popular children’s stories written in the tradition of Romantic

landscape description. Language, for her, appears to be concrete

more than for those with sight and/or hearing. Scenes are
remembered directly as language, and her experence of the
world as touch, taste and smell is largely muted by the ,.:mcﬁ.wda
auditory force of the language she adapts rmwmm._m to. Itis .m:Ewm:\
possible that when Helen writes “The Frost King,” she is work-

32 Lasw, supra note 6, at 145.

33 Sullivan tells of an incident in the winter of 1891-92 when she took Helen
oc&&”:%%l:m a light snow-fall. Helen was delighted to mm& the cold mwwrmm %Mw&rmﬂ%ﬂm
and hands and, as they went back indoors, she said, *“ ‘Out of the cloud-io »m oH e
garments Winter shakes the snow.”” xmrwmx. mﬁ.&ﬁ ofF My LIFE, supra :ﬂ”m ,at 3 ,dm
n.*. Annie recognized the sentence as obviously literary but had no inm_fzgﬂ it Mw. e
from. No one at Perkins recognized it as coming from any of the avai .M e .mow .mH n
braille. One teacher did finally locate it in an ordiary printed _u.oc._m and i enti M _gmm
coming from a poem of Longfellow’s, but in Helen’s memory it is quite ranstorn

from what it was in the poem. Id.
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ing entirely from memory, that she remembers it largely word-
for-word, because word-for-word is how she comes to know the
world beyond her intimate knowledge of it as touch, taste, and
smell. But then the evidence is not reassuring.

Did Helen plagiarize Margaret Canby’s book? If we mean by
plagiarism a deliberate and conscious intent to steal someone
else’s intellectual property, then the answer has to be no. She did
quote verbatim from the book, and she frequently adapted
Canby’s language to her own uses, but it all seems to have been
done innocently and has to be understood in the context of her
relationship with Annie. Where the problem seems to have
arisen is in the way people wanted to see Helen as an original
genius. Annie herself often describes Helen’s mind as “sensi-
tive”’ and “‘philosophic,” her work as “original,” at exactly those
moments when Helen is repeating the language of another text.
Lash’s chapter on the episode ends with the opinion that, when
the plagiarism crisis broke, Annie panicked and denied that
Helen had ever had Canby’s stories read to her.>* Lash is citing
an anonymous unpublished typescript in the archive at the Per-
kins School, “Miss Sullivan’s Methods.””*® It is legalistic in man-
ner and rather sarcastically mean-spirited in debunking Sullivan’s
version of the incident. According to Lash, why it was written,
who wrote it, and why it ended up in the Perkins archive, have a
lot to do with the bad feeling that continued between Anagnos
and Sullivan long after the crisis and right up to his death in
1906.%¢ The anonymous indictment is the only source of a partic-
ularly damaging statement by a Perkins teacher, which prompted
Anagnos to impanel a formal court of investigation. According
to the teacher, one day during a late afternoon dinner Helen con-
fided to her that Annie had in fact read Canby’s story to her when
she was writing her own. Their conversation was interrupted by
Annie, who took Helen upstairs. When Helen returned, she de-
nied what she had said earlier and seemed quite troubled.?”

34 LasH, supra note 6, at 150.

85 Miss Sullivan’s Methods (n.d., anonymous unpublished typescript, bound in leather,
on legal sized paper 7.50” x 12.75”, 171 pages numbered by hand; stored in the Samuel
P. Hayes Library at the Perkins School for the Blind, Watertown, Mass.) (used by per-
mission) [hereinafter Methods]. Lash speculates that it was written in 1906, after the
death of Anagnos, by Julia Ward Howe’s son-in-law, David Prescott Hall, countering
statements that reflected Annie’s ingratitude toward Anagnos. Lasw, supra note 6, at
134 n.*.

36 Id.

37 Id. at 136-38 (quoting Methods, supra note 35, at 142-50). Helen alludes to the
incident herself: “Something I said made her think she detected in my words a confes-
sion that I did remember Miss Canby’s story of ‘The Frost Fairies,” and she laid her
conclusions before Mr. Anagnos . . ..” KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 64.
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Helen was made to appear before the court, without Annie, and
recalled how panicked she felt in the face of determined ques-
tioning that seemed intended to make her confess. Later, Mark
' Twain sought to comfort her, laughing at the incident as a farce
(““As if there was much of anything in any human utterance, oral
or written, except plagiarism!”) and portraying the court as a
group of ‘“‘solemn donkeys” and “‘decayed human turnips.”’?®
The court split, four to four, in its opinion, and Anagnos cast the
deciding vote in Helen’s favor. Helen was dazed by the ordeal
and wept bitterly in her bed that night, wishing she were dead.*

I11. PROPERTY

“Miss Sullivan’s Methods™ ends on a note of serious doubt
and suspicion about Helen’s book, The Story of My Life, question-
ing the way it combines Helen’s own narrative with Anne m.ﬁ:T
van’s letters and several other writings, all of it arranged with a
commentary by the editor:

, One arises from a study of the Book in a questioning state of
{ mind. He is inclined to ask himself, what in this book is Miss
Sullivan’s, what is the Editor’s, and what is Helen Keller’s? He
© feels as he does looking at a composite. photograph—the book is
_such [a] “‘composite reminiscence’” of so much else. One feels as a
bank clerk must feel, who for many years has been falsifying
" his accounts, and who says to himself, *‘which figures are right,
“ which are wrong, which are the genuine figures, which are
" those I have substituted? For the life of me I cannot tell.”*0

Three very telling concepts inform the writer’s judgment. .m?mr
there is intellectual property: how does one decide what in the
book belongs to Helen, what to Annie, and what to John Macy
the editor. Second, there is the photograph, a “composite’”’ pho-
tograph, and the anxiety that this medium, still new in 1906, 4.39
its promise of an unprecedented fidelity of visual representation,
might also have the power to trick the viewer; as if the writer felt
vulnerable in the very mode of perception in which he enjoys a
distinct advantage over the two women. And finally, there is the
figure of the embezzler, who has become confused wvo& s&.wnr
are the real figures and which the false ones. Overall, this writer
gives the impression of someone who desires strict accountabil-

ity, a world of rigid distinctions between original and copy, au-

38 Quoted by LasH, supra note 6, at 146-47.
39 KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 65.
40 Methods, supra note 35, at 171.
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thentic and counterfeit, “‘genuine” and “substitute,” although
there is the curious moment at the end, when he shifts his point
of view and identifies with the deceiver rather than the deceived
(“One feels as a bank clerk must feel”). My guess is that, when
the writer imagines a potentially deceptive photograph, and then
identifies with an imagined embezzler, he is telling us of his own
confusion and difficulty with the concept of intellectual property,
even at the same moment when he emphatically declares his con-
viction that not only was “The Frost King” a plagiarism, but its
true circumstances have been obscured and covered up.

Generally, our understanding of intellectual property de-
rives from the Anglo-American tradition of thought about prop-
erty. A leading authority on the subject, at the time when Helen
Keller is accused of plagiarism, is Eaton Drone’s Treatise on the
Law of Property in Intellectual Productions in Great Britain and the
United States (also known as Drone on_Copyright), which was pub-
lished in 1879, one year before Keller’s birth.*! Drone expounds
the law of copyright at length, but he does so in the context of a
fundamental argument about the meaning of intellectual prop-
erty. In the 1870s American law was modeled, as it is today, on
an early eighteenth-century British statute and subsequent court
rulings, in both England and the United States, which declare
that the common law right of authors to property in their intel-
lectual productions is superseded by copyright statutes; that au-
thors in fact have no rights except under the particular statute
that applies.*? Drone rejects this position, and sees it as his task
to argue the case for the common law right to intellectual prop-
erty as a right prior to, and surviving, any copyright statute. Con-
sequently, he devotes an introductory section to delineating
“The Origin and Nature of Literary Property,” which he ulu-
mately traces to the seventeenth-century social contract theorists,
chief among them being John Locke.*?

Locke’s theory, which concerns men existing in a state of na-
ture before their agreement to form a civil society, bases prop-
erty on the presumed natural right that a man has in his own
person. This is a theory of private possession, modeled on the
privacy of the body, which Locke elaborates as a theory of private
appropriation: for whatever a man creates or cultivates or im-

41 FEaToON. S. DRONE, A TREATISE ON THE LAw OF PROPERTY IN INTELLECTUAL PRODUC-
TIONS IN GREAT BRITAIN AND THE UNITED STATES (1879) [hereinafter DRONE].

42 Id. at 1.

43 JouN LOCKE, Of Property, SECOND TrEATISE OF GOVERNMENT, ch. 5, §§ 25-51, n
Two TREATISES OF GOVERNMENT (Peter Laslett ed., 1960) (1690).
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proves with the labor of his body becomes his property.** There
is a deep and complex irony i this theory, because in Locke’s
seventeenth-century, social contract theory performs a radical act
of social and political amnesia. Locke, and Hobbes before him,
both base their accounts of the origin of civil society on an an-
thropology that erases the actual history of property in England,
at least from the ume of the Norman Conquest forward, and sub-
stitutes in its stead a theory about the origin of property in the
prehistory of culture. With Locke, though, appropriation comes
from a state of nature where everything is first “in common,”’ SO
that Locke, more exactly, theorizes in a transitional zone between
the traditional idea of a commonwealth and the modern concept
of private property. Still, the erasure is itself a sign that Locke
theorizes in order to prevail in a field of contested meaning; that
the object of his theory s not so much nature as the still power-
ful, though altered, tradition of feudal property relations among
lords, and their tenants and servants. It is a fact often over-
looked, for instance, that Locke devotes the first of his Two Trea-
tises of Government LO demolishing the thesis of Robert James
Filmer’s Patriarchia,*® a text written at the height of the revolution
which beheaded the English king and abolished the crown.
Filmer argued that all social and political authority derived from
the supposedly “patural” authority of the father over his wife,
children and household servants. This was an attempt to ration-
alize, by an appeal to origins, the feudal tradition of authority—a
tradition which had already been dissolved from within by the de-
velopment of a free market. The defining feature of this market
was the institution of the legal contract, a device by which one
man enters freely into agreement with another in pursuit of his
own self-interest and is bound, not by an unwritten, supposedly
“patural” bond between lord and servant, but by the mutually
agreed upon terms of the written contract. That the two parties
to a contract may in fact be unequal in property and power as 2
consequence of a prior unequal distribution of wealth, is a matter
that Locke’s theory is silent on, exactly as it works to secure that
prior unequal distribution as a system of property rights.

i‘i\\\l\\l\l»l‘\l\\\l\\k\\l\t‘lt

44 4. § 27. “Though the Earth, and all inferior Creatures be common to all Men,
every Man has a Properly in his own Person. This no Body has any Right to but himself.
The Labour of his Body, and the Work of his Hands, we may say, are 13@25 his. What-
soever then he removes out of the State that Nature hath ?Oi&m? and left it in, he hath
mixed his Labour with, and joyned to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it
his Property.” Id. (emphasis in original).

45 Sir ROBERT FILMER, PATRIARCHIA, oRr, THE NATURAL Power OF KINGS (London,
1680). (Filmer died in 1653, and the first posthumous edition appeared in 1680.)
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m‘On,_,.w_fnoﬁ@m.nmHrmoQ thus performs not so much an erasure
as a radical rewriting of the origin of property. To theorize a
state Om. nature is to think into nonexistence the present order of
things in whose Sﬁmm one theorizes. After all, virtually every
‘wwa‘umwm foot om, land in England had been inventoried already, as
property, Nm.@: back as the eleventh century in the Domesda
Book of William the Conqueror. Locke theorizes, then, u an
origin that is itself insufficiently theorized, and in momdmvmw MM
Wn%%w\mmm a no.:nmv.‘.Om property without debt or obligation. If
you acquire exists first, as Locke says, in “the state that na-
ture rm.mr provided and left it in,” then to whom do you owe n
@U-W@mﬂ@? to whom are you tied by the bonds of mxnwm:wnwu x—mﬁw\
_m.m:M Bm ﬁi of question raised by the tradition of classical liber-
and its inability to provide or even account for a society as a
mo.=mn9<m or nnovmnmmﬁw venture, its existence as a commonwealth
W _w\n also the Emmm of question that has led Marxist readers, like O.
5 ¥ Mﬂuro;on. ﬁ. argue that in Locke’s state of nature there is
Iready éstablished a system of property relations prior to th
cial contract; that civil society is created as an agreement Um mmmw
w_m;wm&.\ existing class of E&oﬂ property holders for the w:ﬁwomm
of justifying and protecting their disproportionate share of tl
world’s natural and “common” wealth.*’ re o e
bt However, it is not just Marxism or post-modernist theory
. nmmwomEN.mm a political design in Locke’s thinking about ori-
wwﬂ_ss <0M~<r€mr nosamB@oE.lmm could see ironies in this kind of
(hinky g, which was pervasive a moo& deal earlier in the seven-
nth century than when Locke writes his work on propert
Andrew Marvell, for instance, imagines in his long no:EQ-Wo:Nm

C.B. - % - . LS
N,
»mo B M(Am: m“vmm RSO I'uE PoLiTiCcAL THEORY OF POSSESSIVE INDIVIDUALISM HogBES

47 We ) . .

cconoms: WHMMHMMWngcmﬂ nowﬁﬂswm with the history of property today, either—or with
e o m:mm: m.Mma. J Whomzv\. a new mrmq was hired for an economics depart-
Dossible retrene mamzam m> _na a~mmroc~n.mm at a time when the rest of the university faced
D omic history. he re :mm‘ MSW why his mama:.m;m program offered no courses in 02.?
Oy e w«:r e e can do economics without history,” and the current vnw?
fice of cconomsts, Wit Exw::»oﬁa on cost/benefit analysis, bears him out. Their key
Droperty (o.g., air Oamzmﬁ em :Om.moQ& cost. M::: is, does the cost to A of injury to rmw
prok awﬁmmmm.‘wm.& N oﬂﬂ ﬁmo ::c& from B’s use of her property outweigh the cost to
that e AL Accordi [¢} nnmcum:o:.m restraining B from using her property in a way
negotinte 2::.05 cord ing ,Ho the vnmww;_:m Coase theorem, if A and B are allowed to
B o] v:&ﬂnno%h%m&mmoi intervention, then the outcome will tend to maxi-
ontnts to oxure A To d s mo:m.mnc‘m:zﬁ, minimize social cost—even if it means that B
Coase The w%&%.s o MeMawnMMwaMJm _W_AMMTMM%_M nMWMmm you don’t need history. See R.H.
Cost-Benefit Analysis of Entitlement Problems: A ﬁ:.:wzx wwA WN,WNV HL?MMMMW WM%MJM%@H%MQ%

. L. REV. ] ; Marl

Kelman, Consumption Theory ti ;
Ketman, Cor 2@@3. eory, Production Theory, and Ideology in the Coase Theorem, 52 S. CAL.
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poem, “Upon Appleton House,” a moment in which the land,
deliberately flooded to increase its fertility, seems like both the
newly created world and Locke’s original nature:

A levell’d space, as smooth and plain,
As Clothes for Lilly strecht to stain.
The world when first created sure
Was such a table rase and pure.*®

The ironies are manifold. “Leveled” glances at the democratiz-
ing political agenda of the Levelers, whom Locke also rejected.*?
In the agricultural context, flooding used for deliberate ecologi-
cal management of an estate is read ironically by the poem’s nar-
rator as a scene of pure and original nature. This repeats exactly
the way in which most Furopeans, without irony, read the New
England landscape, where the Indians made use of controlled
burns to create lush grasslands along forest edges so as to Sup-
port the deer and other animals that they hunted, while the
Europeans saw the same landscape as an untouched nature that
new world ‘‘savages” were blessed with.>® Characteristically,
Locke uses the figure of a lone American Indian killing a deer as
the model of man’s original acquisition of property.”" “[I]n the
beginning’’ says Locke, “all the world was America.””®*

~ These allusions in Marvell’s poem to concepts of political
and ecological origins are coupled with fmportant allusions to
concepts of psychological and aesthetic origins. For instance, the
phrase, “Table rase,” sounds a lot like Locke’s notion of the new-

born mind as it awaits the advent of sense-experience to write
upon it a knowledge of the world. Furthermore, the name
“Lilly” in the line about cloth stretched for him to paint on, 18

48 Andrew Marvell, Upon Appleton House, lines 443-46, in 1 THE POEMS AND LETTERS
oF ANDREW MARVELL 76 (H. M. Margoliouth ed., 1971) {hereinafter MISCELLANEOUS
PogmMs]. Marvell’s Miscellaneous Poems were first published posthumously in 1681; he
most likely wrote Upon Appleton House around 1650, only a year or sO after the beheading
of Charles I, while serving as tutor for the daughter of Thomas Lord Fairfax, retired
commander of the revolutionary «“New Model” army, at the Fairfax estate of Nun
Appleton.

49 Spp CHRISTOPHER HiLL, TuE WorLD TURNED UPSIDE Down: RADICAL IDEAS IN THE
ENGLISH REVOLUTION (1972); MACPHERSON, supra note 46, ch. 3.

50 WiLLiaM CRONON, CHANGES IN THE LanD: InDIaNS, COLONISTS, AND tHE EcoLoGy
oF NEw EncLAND 47-51 (1983).

51 Locke, supra note 43,§ 30. “Thus this Law of reason makes the Deer, that Indian’s
who hath killed i it is allowed to be his goods who hath bestowed his labour upon it,
though before, it was the common right of every one. And amongst those who are
counted the Civiliz’d part of Mankind, who have made and multiplied positive Laws to
determine Property, this original Law of Nature for the beginning of Property, in what was
before common, still takes place . . . > Id.

52 Id. § 49.
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Peter Lely, the Dutch portrait painter who came to England in
1641: the idea of the blank canvas as an untouched nature, lying
open for civilized man to. mb.m.navnrwimo_m onto it, is exactly the
idea of the creation of intellectual property that Eaton Drone
draws from his reading of Locke. For Drone all property—real
Wmnmo:m.:, or intellectual—is founded on the same ?;:Q@F“

there is no purer, stronger, better title to property than that ac-
quired by production.”??

It does not matter to Drone that the passages he quotes from
To&ﬁ suggest a system of property relations already in place, as
in the sentence, “The grass my horse has bit, the turfs my mm?w::
has cut, and the ore I have digged, in any place where I have a
erm to them in common with others, become my property.”>*
That is, in :me:&:m a horse that is his horse and, significantly, a
servant who is Ais servant, Locke assumes an already m::n&o:wwm
market economy based on a system of property that underwrites
one man’s ownership of another man’s labor. Similarly, when
Drone quotes Locke to the effect that a man acquires whatever he
removes from the state of nature by reason of the labor he has
invested in it,°® Drone passes over the slippery patch in Locke’s
argument Sr.mnr assumes that laboring on something is the same
as acquiring 1t, an assumption that simply buries the question of
original acquisition, which Locke’s treatise sets out to explain in
the first place.®®

In following Locke as his authority on property, Drone 1g-
nores fundamental difficulties in Locke’s theory. As a result, he
mxvo..boam what is essentially a free-market concept of m::w:mn,mc&
m:m«rmnwmQ property for which language exists as so much raw
material, untouched by any prior relation of production, ex-
nr.m:m.@ or obligation, and simply waiting for the writer’s labor to
mine it and Bwrw it his own. According to this view, a writer ac-
quires property in words by the distinctive order he bestows on
them: that is what the law of copyright protects.’” Writing is un-
derstood as something belonging exclusively to its author whose

DRONE, supra note 41, at 4.

mw LOCKE, supra note 43, at § 28.

55 w%.romxm, supra note 44; DRONE, supra note 41, at 3 n4.

her EWMMm&ﬂMmUMMN%MMM_W —Mmm.xﬁmm:v‘ where the modern industrial laborer discovers that
Lyinor does nol e i w, o a property right in the 1_Aw,n_cﬁ of her labor.

e oD ma a judicial opinion in a key British case: “The subject of property is

er of words in the author’s composition; not the words themselves, they bein
analogous to the elements of matter, which are not appropriated unless combined aom
the ideas expressed by those words, they existing in the mind alone, which is not nmmmgm

of appropriation.” D - v
wgwmmqmﬁmmmww. DRONE, supra note 41, at 5 n.3 (citing Jeffreys v. Boosey, 4 HL.C.

B
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unique production it is. No discursive practice affects this prop-
erty relation, either before something is written or after. Such is
Drone’s assumption when he argues against the doctrine that
there can be no property in intellectual productions because they
are “incorporeal” and therefore cannot bear ‘distinguishable
proprietary marks.” To refute this, Drone invokes the common-
place notion that “corporeal possessions perish; but time does
not destroy or efface what is best in literature.””®® Thus the mate-
rial monuments of antiquity have decayed and are no longer dis-
tinguishable, while the writings of Cicero and Horace endure,
their unique identities preserved through the ages down to the
present day. But it does not occur to Drone to question what
cultural purpose is served in nineteenth-century England by their
preservation, production, circulation, and consumption as the
texts of an elitist educational practice. The way a culture exists,
not prior to, but i and as its written productions, the way a text
functions as a site of contested meaning, as both something writ-
ten and something read—this is simply not available to Drone in
the way he thinks. For Drone, writing is the uniquely personal
property of its author in a free-market economy.”

This, then, is most likely the concept of intellectual property
underlying the accusation of ﬁ_mmwwﬁm‘g,wmmm:mﬁ Helen Keller and
all the deep hurt and eibarrassment that it causes her and Anne
Sullivan, as well as Michael Anagnos and the Perkins School.
When we remember that Helen is only eleven years old, with just
four years experience of language, when a court of inquiry exam-
ines her about “The Frost King,” we might understandably think
that all this concern for property law is misplaced, and that we
ourselves are acting like Twain’s “solemn donkeys” and ‘“‘de-
cayed human turnips” who constituted the plagiarism court.
Were it not for the public nature of this sorry episode, which
forced the principle actors to assume a formal posture about the
plagiarism issue, we might actually question whether the concept
of property law has anything to do with it at all.

-

58 DRONE, supra note 41, at 7.

59 Drone is arguing against the Anglo-American tradition of copyright, by which an
author transfers her property right in her work to a publisher. He might have found
support in the French tradition of the droil d'auteur, which reserves broad rights to the
author over her work even after publication. See BERNARD EDELMAN, LA PROPRIETE LIT-
TERAIRE ET ARTISTIQUE (1989). For the development of this right in Germany, se€
Martha Woodmansee, The Genius and the Copyright: Economic and Legal Conditions of the
Emergence of the “duthor, 17 EIGHTEENTH-GENTURY Stup. 425 (1984).
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In fact, “The Frost King” starts out as something quite dif-
ferent from private property. It starts out as a gift, a birthday gift,
which Helen sends to Michael Anagnos. ‘It 1s important to under-
stand the transformation which it undergoes from the time it
_ww<mw her hands until its @:U:nmaos. first in The Mentor, the Per-
kins alumni magazine, then in the Goodson Gazette, and finally in
the m.umw._a:m Annual Report. A gift, after all, is not a commodity,
nor is it given in expectation of something in return. In a gift
culture, the gift keeps its status as a gift only when the recipient
in turn gives it, or something of comparable worth, to another
person. It ceases to be a gift when she keeps it as her own, ad-
ding it to her stock or capital; in a gift culture whoever does this
m:a prevents the continued circulation of the gift is thought to be
:Edoﬂ.& and in serious debt. As Lewis Hyde puts it, “The only
essential is this: the gift must always move. There are other forms of
property that stand still, that mark a boundary or resist momen-
tum, but the gift keeps going.”® In its pure form, gift culture has
existed among rural folk and primitive tribes-people, but it also
exists within our own world of advanced technology, industrial
nw?ﬂmr and commodity exchange. Hyde locates it on the mar-
gins of the mainstream economy, in what our culture constructs
as a .wmmz::m:m: economy of ‘“‘child care, social work, nursing, the
creation and care of culture, the ministry, [and] teaching.””®!

A perfect example of the “ferninine’” economy is the Perkins
m.nro& itself. Just recently, in the fall of 1990, Life magazine pub-
lished an article, “To Reach the Unreachable Child,”%? on the
education of deaf-blind children at Perkins. Both the writer and
the photographer are women and, without exception, the text
and photos feature children and the adult women who are their
teachers and mothers. No men are present or even mentioned.
Typical of the story is the way it describes the relationship be-
tween a seven-year-old and her teachers. The girl has not yet
acquired language and, frustrated at her inability to communi-

MMV Lewis HypE, THE GIFT: IMAGINATION AND THE EroTtic LiFe oF PROPERTY 4 (1983).
I1d. at 106. Under the heading of culture comes writing, of course, and scholarly

research. This essay of mine, though it will be added to the inventory of my own intel-
lectual capital, my curriculum vitae, and hopefully will count toward enhancing my aca-
demic status and income—is still a gift, to be consumed and circulated in the gift culture
of research and scholarship; no one will pay me for writing it, and I will not sell it—a fact
that may lead to difficulties with the IRS about the deductibility of my expenses but
nonetheless marks the essay as a gift.

62 Lou Ann Walker, To Reach the Unreachable hi 'E, (¢ i

Dhoropmaniuy by Maty i R Child, Lire, Oct. 1990, at 88 (featuring
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cate, she throws a tantrum. The teachers, said to be “extraordi-
nary,” “take the screaming and thrashing calmly, trying to figure
out what has caused the fury, and then they go back to work,
tirelessly, lovingly providing Lindsay with language, the key to
ending her agonizing frustration.”®® This surely is the “femi-
nine’’ economy of gift culture in action; the rewards, often felt to
be powerful, are not measured in the same terms as in the main-
stream market economy. “ ‘Sometimes I can’t believe 1 get paid
for this, teacher’s aide Ashley Pope says without a trace of
irony,””®* and according to the article she is paid less than if she
were teaching at a public school. Still, the actual costs of educat-
ing deaf-blind children are very high. The care of one student, a
girl of seventeen, is put at $140,000 a year, with her home state
of Indiana contributing half of it and Perkins absorbing the rest
through its endowment. Again, this is where the Life magazine
article comes in, for it circulates in more than just one medium of
exchange. The form in which I received it, on a recent visit to the
school, was a re-print that Perkins has packaged for mailings to
current and potential supporters.®> In this form the article in-
cludes a cover letter from the school’s director, who happens to
be a man, and who makes explicit what the article assumes: ‘“The
gifts that make Perkins the school it is come in many forms and
from many sources. And it seems that everyone who gives a gift
to Perkins also in some way receives a gift. A gift that comes
from the children.”®®

A gift from one of the children is exactly what Helen Keller’s

[

63 [d. at 92.

64 Id. at 98. .

65 “Ty Reach the Unreachable Child,” PERKINS SCHOOL FOR HE BLIND (reprinting Life
article, supra note 62, as a brochure for publicity and fund raising) [hereinafter Perkins
Reprint]. The extra pages that come with packaging the story as a Perkins publication
imake a lot more room for photographs, especially those that show cuddly children play-
ing with the young women who are their teachers. An added two page spread features
Lindsay romping with her teachers in deep grass filled with dandelions, and the cover
photo shows her in the same setting, her face lighted by an open smile. Inside, thereis a
significant substitution. In the Life article, a large photo of Kenneth, a ten year old,
shows him curled up alone inside a large playroom container wearing a protective hel-
met. The caption reads: “Some deaf-blind children develop ‘stims,’ reflexive habits for
extra stimulation, like banging their heads against walls. That's why Kenneth wears his
helmet most of the time.” Walker, supra note 62, at 91. In the Perkins brochure, this
image, suggesting the isolation and loneliness of a deaf-blind child, has been replaced,
and the same caption stands next to 2 photo that shows Kenneth playing with his
teacher, his head i her lap, a smile on his face, the helmet cast aside in the background.
Perkins Reprint, supra, at 7.

66 Perkins Reprint, supra note 65, at 3. Helen’s story (and Canby’s) is about making
gifts. A figure of great wealth, King Frost is on the lookout for opportunities to bestow
L on others. In Helen’s words, “he does not keep his riches locked up all the time, but
tries to do good and make others happy with them.” What leads to the key incident of
the story is King Frost’s decision to send his wealth—large vases of brightly colored
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story was, a gift for the school’s director. As the current direc-
tor’s letter indicates, a director is an ambiguous figure on the
boundary between two cultures, between the ‘“feminine’” econ-
omy of a gift culture and the market economy of risk and compe-
tition, profit and exploitation. Like university presidents and
board directors for hospitals, museums, symphony orchestras,
and other cultural institutions, the director stands at the bound-
ary across which wealth accumulated in commerce and capital in-
vestment is translated into the form of a gift. The position
requires skill, tact, and considerable powers of persuasion.
Michael Anagnos, in his handling of Helen’s story, performs this
boundary function, but in reverse—by translating a gift mto a
form of wealth and institutional property.

When Helen Keller is accused of plagiarism, her accusers
proceed on the basis of assumptions about property, and about
intellectual property in particular, that apply to the story, not as a
gift, but as a publication. Only in its published form does the
story begin to matter as intellectual property and, decisively, it is
not Helen Keller who publishes it but Michael Anagnos. In pub-
lishing the story in 1891, in the Perkins alumni magazine,
Anagnos transforms it from a gift to an ornament of institutional
prestige for his school. To be sure, his long, glowing account of
Helen in the Annual Report for 1891, where he prints the story
mmww? is filled with enthusiastic praise, much of it—astonish-
ingly—for what he sees as her intellectual independence and self-
sufficiency:

Helen’s mind seems almost to have created itself, spring-
ing up under every disadvantage, and working its solitary but
restless way through a thousand obstacles. It is enriched with
an extraordinary set of powers and capacities, which are ever
on the alert to serve it at its bidding and minister to its func-
tions with alacrity and efficacy. They enable her to receive,
qw<w<w and modify perceptions; to analyze, sift, weigh and com-
pare impressions; and to produce ideas which reflect not dim-
ness or pale moonlight but effulgent solar splendor.®’

About “The Frost King” itself, Anagnos exclaims, “If there be a
pupil in any of the private or public grammar schools of New
England who can write an original story like this, without assist-
ance from any one, he or she certainly is a rare vra:oam:o:.:mm

gems—to Santa Claus, “who loves to do good, and who brings presents to the poor, and
to nice litdde children at Christmas.” KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 350.
67 Perkins Report, supra note 27, at 80. ‘

68 Id. at 98.
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[

69 Id. at 94-95.
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est and wonder Dr. Howe’s achievement.””® In time Helen’s
fame, and Annie’s too, did eclipse Laura Bridgman’s and Samuel
Gridley Howe’s. But on one occasion when Annie ventured to
ask Howe’s widow, Julia Ward Howe, the celebrated poet,
whether it were possible “that the almshouse ha[d] trained a
teacher” Howe replied contemptuously that “it ha[d] nurtured
the vanity of an ill-mannered person.””! Years later, Annie recal-
led that the Howes always made her feel uncomfortable, and that
she would be “painfully aggressive” when she was with them.”?
It also did not help her relationship with Michael Anagnos, the
director of Perkins, that he was married to one of the Howe
daughters. In 1890, Annie’s aggression took the form of a news-
paper interview, in which she declared, ‘“Helen is not a regular
pupil at the Perkins Institution . I have the whole charge of
her and my salary is paid by her father.””® It all came down to a
single question: who owned Helen Keller? This time it was re-
solved by Anne Sullivan being obliged to make a retraction of her
public statement in a letter to Dr. Samuel Eliot, president of the
Perkins board of trustees. The interview, she said, had misrepre-
sented her by making it appear that she should get all the credit
for Helen’s education. “And much as Helen is indebted to the

Institution,” she wrote, ‘I am much more so, for as you know, I
was educated there.””*

V. MIRRORED SELVES

This contest over Helen Keller between Anne Sullivan and
the Perkins School repeats a conflict over the relation between
Helen and her teacher going back to the moment of the “mira-

70 KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 265-66.
71 LasH, supra note 6, at 116.
72 Id.

73 Id. at 117.

74 Id. at 119. When Michael Anagnos died in 1906, Frank Sanborn, who had been an
agsociate of Samuel Gridley Howe and played a central role in rescuing Annie from the
Tewksbury almshouse, wrote a memonal tribute in the Boston Transcript. He praised
Anagnos as the educator of Helen Keller, likening him to Howe as the educator of Laura
Bridgman. This prompted an indignant reply from Helen: “Mr. Anagnos did not edu-
cate me. . . . He did not attempt to give me instruction in any subject, for he was never
able to use the manual language fluently.” Id. at 336. Apparently the Boston papers
remained faithful to Anagnos and Perkins. A 1920 review of Deliverance in the Boston
American shifts the site of the “miracle” from her Alabama home to Perkins:

The beginning of [her] career occurred here in Boston, . . . and largely
through the solicitude of her teachers, under the direction of Mr. Anagnos,
son-in-law of Julia Ward Howe, the helpless child grew into attractive wo-
manhood. She was not the only child delivered from cruel fate at the Perkins

Institution, but she was without doubt the most remarkable.
BostoN AMERICAN, July 18, 1920.
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75 Thomas D. Cutsforth, THE BLIND IN ScHOOL AND SOCIETY! A PsYCHOLOGICAL
Stupy (1933).
76 Id. at 53.

77 , ‘ n
78 m.wnnoz Smith-Rosenberg, The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations between Wo

men in Nineteenth Century America 1 S168s 1, 95.96 (1975).
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ships recorded by Smith-Rosenberg. However, as expressed In
their letters and diaries, these friendships often played out the
roles of mother-daughter dyads, and it would seem likely that this
cultural tradition constructed a context in which Keller and Sulli-
van, as well as others, understood their relationship.
It is within her dyadic relationship with Annie that Helen’s
life unfolds, especially in the earlier stages of her development
and acquisition of language. Psychoanalytic theory, in its growth
since World War II, has sharpened our understanding of early
human development and the role of language acquisition, partic-
ularly in the context of such a dyadic relationship between
mother and child. This is particularly true of Lacanian psychoa-
nalysis and also British object-relations theory, as represented by
the work of D. W. Winnicott. Both Lacan and Winnicott address
these issues in terms of an early moment characterized by the
mother’s mirror “role” (Winnicott) or as a mirror “‘stage’ (La-
can), in which the infantile subject discovers itself reflected in the
other. In this way both theorists locate the infantile (literally
“not speaking”) self in “transitional” (Winnicott) or “imaginary”
(Lacan) relation with the other, such that the question, “Which is
self, which is other?”” does not arise. This understanding of the
self has an important bearing on Helen Keller as accused plagia-
rist and “promiscuous” reader, at the moment just before the
traumatic accusation, when the question does not yet arise for
her, “Which are my words, which are yours?” Winnicott, in fact,
is very explicit about this aspect of the transitional: “it is a matter
of agreement between us and the baby that we will never ask the
question: ‘Did you conceive of this or was it presented to you
from without?’ . . . The question is not to be formulated.””

For both Lacan and Winnicott, the visual emphasis in the
idea of the mirror is a decisive feature, because so much of the
theoretical argument about narrative origins comes back again
and again to an inaugural scene—itself a site for essential looking—
whether it be a primal scene, or the mirror stage, or some crucial
dream or vision. But what of the blind? Winnicott, in his paper
on the mother’s mirror role, says that “blind infants need to get

79 D.W. WINNICOTT, Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena, in PLAYING AND RE-
aLrty 1, 12 (1971) (emphasis omitted) [hereinafter, WINNICOTT, Transitional Objects]. One
way in which Lacan and Winnicott differ is that Lacan takes the standpoint of the adult
psyche inscribed in the domain of the “Symbolic,” while Winnicott, a pediatrician as
well as an analyst, takes the standpoint of the infant at the threshold of a “transitional”
space that is in the process of becoming a semiotic domain. Perhaps this is why Win-
nicott appears to be the least semiotic of analytic theorists.
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themselves reflected through other senses than that of sight,”’®’
and for Winnicott the other senses appear to be metaphors of the

visual: the infant gets reflected by other means, as if the visual
were taken for granted as truly mimetic, a privileged access to the
real. That Helen Keller is both blind and deaf, and stricken at
such an early age, adds a profoundly important difference.
Though she is cut off from visual and auditory signs and from
language itself, her experience suggests that even for a deaf-
blind child the inaugural scene may be modeled relationally on
what passes between mother and child in the mirror stage, but
that it is finally a scene structured in and as language, according

to the play and force of the signifier.
In this argument, I am following an important recent effort

by Joan Copjec to rethink the specularized subject of film the-
ory.8' The tendency in film theory, says Copjec, has been to con-
centrate on the first half of Lacan’s hyphenated term, “photo-
graph,” as in his statement that the gaze is “the instrument
through which . . . T am ﬁ:&e.@ﬁ%bm&,:mm while ignoring the sec-
ond half, the graph of photo-graph, and its implication that the
visual is graphic, a field of writing:

s the science that clarifies for us the

moamoanm“:omowinm, w
structure of the visual domain. Because it alone is capable of

lending things sense, the signifier alone makes vision possible.

... And because signifiers are material, that is, because they

are opaque rather than translucent, because they refer to other

signifiers rather than directly to a m._mimmP the field of vision
is neither clear nor easily traversable.®’

To an important extent, this understanding of the visual as some-
thing to be read is already present in Lacan’s early paper on the
mirror stage. “This jubilant assumption of his specular image by
the child at the infans stage . . . situates the agency of the €go,

80 WiNNICOTT, Mirror Role, supra note 15, at 112,

81 Joan Copjec, The Orthopsychic Subject: Film Theory and the Reception of Lacan, 49 OcTO-
pER 53 (1989). Much of today’s film theory, even when it claims to be following Lacan,
routinely uses the concept of the “gaze” as just the reverse of what Lacan intends.

Copjec’s essay is an extended critique of this reversal. In film theory the gaze shows up,
it p, as in the ‘“male gaze,” a term 1D

for instance, in discussions of gendered spectatorshi
the critique of the masculine ego; whereas in Lacan, the gaze is fundamentally a superego
concept. The gaze, as Lacan says, is ‘‘outside.” In Freud’s early structural model, the
intrapsychic functions. Freud adds the superego later, and conceives

ego and the id are 1
it as originating in a gesture that internalizes an object from “outside” the psyche, typt-

cally the voice of parental prohibition and demand. The theory of the superego marks
the beginning of “object relations” theory which, in its fuller development, is Win-
nicott’s point of departure.

82 LacaN, Gaze, supra note 2, at 106.

83 Copjec, supra note 81, at 68.
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VI. WATER AND A BROKEN DoLL

F}:m M with this understanding that I want to read Helen Kel-
s matic moment of acquiring language as an inaugural
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scene structured like—but necessarily and critically different
from—the visual. After she was stricken, Helen lived in a world
of silence and what she remembered years later as ““a tangible
white darkness.”’®” Still, even before Anne Sullivan first started
working with her, at age seven, Helen had acquired a limited sign
language, a system for pointing to present objects and indicating
immediate wants like eating. She seemed able to negotiate her
world quite well, and to distinguish among different people and
objects. Apparently, she was even aware of mirrors. Anne Sulli-
van’s first letter, three days after her arrival in Alabama in 1887,
tells how she let Helen put on her bonnet and then watched,
amused, as the girl tilted her head from side to side in front of a
mirror, “just as if she could see.”’®® This does not mean, how-
ever, that she had learned to conceptualize the visual experience
of the mirror, even before she learned language. It was mimicry,
a game of repeating the postures and gestures of those around
her, with no understanding of them as sight or sound or sign.*®
Helen recalls:

Before my teacher came to me, I did not know that I am. I

lived in a world that was a no-world. I cannot hope to describe

adequately that unconscious, yet conscious time of nothing-

ness. 1 did not know that I knew aught, or that I lived or acted

or desired. Ihad neither will nor intellect. 1 was carried along

to objects and acts by a certain blind natural impetus.”

In a letter to William James, she says she can remember acts from
her pre-verbal days—‘shedding tears, screaming, kicking”'—but
cannot recall any feelings that went with them.®! Maybe this is
why she does not recall the early “battle royal” with Annie over
her eating habits. Cut off from sight and sound, Helen has no
grasp of language as a conceptual medium, not until the famous
moment in the well-house when Annie pumps water over one
hand and spells the word “w-a-t-e-r’” in the other. With the dis-
covery that water 1s a word,?? she turns jubilantly to the objects

87 KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 35.
88 Id. at 245. )
89 In a letter written a year
tion a mirror. Instead, she says what she learned later: t
side to side with a hat on in imitation of her aunt Ev. LasH, supra note
90 KeLLER, WORLD 1 LIvE IN, supra note 5, at 113.

91 LasH, supra note 6, at 346.
92 Actually, “water” is one of a few words that Helen remembers having learned

before her illness. “‘I continued to make some sound for that word after all other speech
was lost. I ceased making the sound ‘wah-wah’ only when I learned to spell the word.”
KELLER, STORY OF MY LIFE, supra note 4, at 25. mwm:wmnw::«. she remembered the word

but not its force as language.

later, Annie repeats the same incident but does not men-
hat Helen tilted her head from
6, at b1.
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around her, Qa?m:&:m their names, consuming the world as lan-
guage. An exhilarating moment of discovery and liberation, it is
however, a good deal more complex than I have indicated m,o mﬁ,
X Helen remembers that, just before the scene in the Sm=‘.
ouse, she grew frustrated at Annie’s repeated attempts that da
to get her to understand the word “water,”” and she angrily mﬁm.sw\
vﬁa doll on the floor. It was a porcelain doll, one that >B_wim had
w:ﬁ: her cmw her arrival in ‘ﬂ:mnciguwm:m it shattered into Emww
MMWE«MMMM? >:Q.Hrm: Helen says she remembers feeling at the
tme Eoém<mm Mm ch m_mmmcﬁm of sensing the fragments at her
et Howe &W when s M returned de. the well-house scene, fil-
s her Tno<m3\ o Fsmzmmﬂ .mrm immediately remembered
the doll E&m:mn way to it, and tried to piece it back together.
, says, “‘my eyes filled with tears; . . . and for the
first time I felt repentance and sorrow.”%*
>m. one thinks of how to read this scene, it is important to
recognize .roi Helen herself does not read it. Though she is
om.ms mmscimzﬁmr she does not say that a sense of _omm was th
price she paid as a child to acquire the power of language. She M
not mourning a fall into language from the realm of the Lacanian
imaginary.” On the contrary, according to her narrative, lan
guage is Srm: .m.:wEmm her to feel loss and sorrow szmwmﬁoom a )
.vom:Z.P .Qﬁ:ﬁ:m experience. In a movement of deferred m o
ing, Mmsmcuwmm abruptly restructures both the Em.Bo mw "
primally destructive act and the “I” that remembers :J\w:o:mw
precipitated at that moment as a speaking subject and .‘no elled
moméma Into narrative as she revises—or, more @EW& P noM-
ceives—her past. Helen remembers in fact that she an:mww man
words that day, among them mother, father, sister, teacher; m:M

93 The /i ’ i
account Omﬂﬂm w,wmmwﬂ O.:FQE. Im_m.: s version of the episode, not in Annie’s. Helen’s
Hopkins. Enm Amole m?morw is quite brief compared to Annie’s in her letters to Mrs
dining room and no:MaMMmm mmm,_ﬁmwmn oﬂ%w:wwwh&ﬂiw AR mrm A the
lve 12 o0 ; . e work into just a few days. Annie’ a-
almont mM:MMMMwme MAE Wra M:WEAE of her arrival to the miracle in Hrv\m well ro—wmmwwﬂm
since Ammie wrore Mmqm So, M..m: s account may not be as reliable as Annie’s, mmwmmmmz y
thirteen to fourteen <mmh:_:~mm .&3? as events rw_oﬁm.:mnr while Helen wrote hers MOEW
sketch which mvvnmn\mm s wrm_ in :‘woo-ou. (Helen did write an earlier autobiographical
does not menton breakin %ﬂuwﬁwﬁmi\ 4, 1894, issue of The Youths Companion, but she
only in Helen’s mcvzmrmam, B there.) Still, even though the broken doll appears
et in her exparience Hma.wh.nocwzr it seems appropriate to take it as a significant ele-
the arrives oxperience.. :~ is the doll she says it is, the one that Annie gives her when
Perkins. whose ity it SNE_ mfm_s it serves to link Helen Keller with the young girls at
sewing m:m:ﬁﬁcmw at wmlm.:m MM MMM_MMMM»,M.O i _Im_m: vith Laura Bridgman, who was a
a Mmmm with it “to my sister in Christ.” PWMmL.SEMﬁNqWM_MM Mﬁhﬂn%m doll’s dress and sent
KELLER, STORY OF MY LIFE, supra note 4, at 36-37. , A
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she remembers, too, that she went to bed that evening anticipat-
ing, for the first time, the arrival of the next day.

And what about the broken doll? It seems a likely strategy to
interpret it as a Winnicottean transitional object, a sign of the
child’s capacity to symbolize continued union with the (m)other
while that union is in the process of being broken. But if this doll
functions as a transitional object, ‘¢ does so in a special way. For
it seems as if at the age of six or seven, Helen, because she lacks
access to the signifying and conceptual properties of language,
cannot move beyond the primitive phase of the transitional.
And, indeed, her lack of language is an enormous frustration to
her. Years later, she remembers how she would stand between
two persons who were conversing and touch their lips. Unable to
understand, she nevertheless tried moving her own lips but with-

out effect, and she would end up kicking and screaming until she

was exhausted.”
The fate of the transitional object, says Winnicott, is simply
to be discarded: “It is not forgotten and it is not mourned. It
{just] loses meaning, and this is because the transitional phenom-
ena have become diffused, have become spread out . . . Over the
whole cultural field.”?¢ For Winnicott, the development out of
the mirror stage is a direct line of growth, and transitional phe-
nomena, as they continue to play out the mirror role of the
mother’s face, remain entirely dyadic in form: there is no gap, no
disruption, no third term (which Lacan locates in language and
the domain of the Symbolic). Nevertheless, Winnicott does offer
another way to understand the process in his paper, “The Use of
an Object.” There he proposes a critical step in the child’s devel-
opment from relating to objects, to the use of an object, a step
that means repositioning the object “outside the area of the sub-
ject’s omnipotent control. . . 797 Significantly, such reposition-
ing means the destruction of the object, a destruction occurring
on the boundary between fantasy and reality, which the object
cither does or does not survive. As for Lacan, in his later state-
ments about the gaze, he appears to revise his earlier theory of
the mirror stage (or recognize, perhaps, a neglected dimension
of it). The idea of the “photo-graph”, as something at once vis-
ual and written, indicates that the imaginary 18 already configured

e
95 [d. at 27-28.
06 WinnicorT, Transitional Objects, supra note 79, at 5.
97 D.W. WinnicoTT, The Use of an Object and Relating through Identifications, in PLAYING

AaND ReauITY 86, 89 (1969).
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in the shadow of the s i
: ymbolic, and i
by e aier the mirror already traversed
B
_— Mmoﬂm Im_mﬁ smashes the doll—and certainly before she re-
moaﬂrw:MoﬁwWMoﬁﬂhrm doll, T think, presents the possibility of
, ne, existing in relation to h
the perimeter of her id i i o her, rorn Deyond
. paranoid isolation, but it i i
fhe perim her tion, it is not a truly transi-
tor %MM@.Q.. <<5:_.no: Ewr.mm a distinction, in fact, vm:w\m,mz the
Hrmww ar mao:m_~ object, which is always “more important than
other, an almost inseparabl ir
. e part of the infant,”%®
the . infant, and an-
o HMM%TMM.H that acts as a comforter in the mother’s absence but
s mcn“ M iscarded on her return. Helen’s doll, I believe, does
ction as a transitional object nti :
: . , at least not 1
not i 1 ] until she return
USWMMMW to piece it back together. Only when she recognizes :M
broX aNmmm.mm a sign of her brokenness, that is, only when she
fec m: _Mmm m: MWQ sign, ﬂwmm the doll then become—retroactively
, , irrecoverably—a transitional obj 5Tl
. ect. Grief and re-
gret become possible, then, i f -
. , , In a space made transitio
re : ! sitional by lan-
m«mn omawm MWMM:HM HM a rwﬂmw written the same day, in April w\mmq
e first thing Helen did after th , 1 :
: e moment of d -
record : 1SCOV
mnwso ,w_ MMMW mﬂo Mﬁm Mqocda and ask for its name, as if moved to
or the first time that this m 1 :
acknos . ost elemental substance,
?oﬁm:o%:mﬂ Mmramﬁm:E and concept, might actually exist apart
rom hex an mMM a name—or exist because it had a name, First
S*rm:u e Mwmﬁ : one EEOZ expects air and fire to follow
gt doc mm . oa ow, wnmo&:ﬂm to Annie, are words mmzom:w
. nd ways of negotiati 2
e ey gotiating them: ““[d]Joor, open, shut,
R i e .
o mzmmmamim doors and their liminal properties, as both barri-
e ar cmwmmw_ﬁﬂmmu E%_M: records important memories of two inci-
. e well-house scene. Wh h
cn . en she was about four, she
vwsmcmwmm the use of a key and one day locked her mother in the
pang Mm o:oﬁro:m was nearby, and Helen remembers sitting
ed by e vogr,mﬁmvm _mam?:m as she felt herself being
jarred mow Hrma mother’s pounding on the door. The incident
pastes Emﬁ:a%@@nﬂmmﬂm. H:ﬂr again, soon after Anne Sullivan ar-
, ) er in her room and hid th 1
tell anyone where i i e
e it was. Finally her father h
and bring Annie out 1 s e oy b
through a wind It 1
e g Annk ow. It seems as if only when
s the world as language, whicl 1 1
el ; . ge, which she does immediatel
an act of violence akin to Winnicott’s destruction of the o_uv.\

98 Win iti
o MMM%MMOMH Transitional Objects, supra note 79, at 7
O I 9, .
ORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 257 (alteration in original)
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ject and Lacan’s castration of the subject, that she then gains ac-
cess to others, as other, and thus also enters the terrain of
desire.’?® In a note added to her letter the next day, Annie
records that when she got in bed that evening, Helen came into
her room and ‘‘stole into [her] arms of her own accord and kissed

[her] for the first time. . . .

VII. THE STORY OF My LIFE

In writing her chapter on “The Frost King”’ episode, Helen
Keller tells how she has been changed by the trauma of being
accused of plagiarism and compelled to appear before a court of
investigation. Several years after the event, she can describe her
younger efforts at authorship as exercises in ““assimilation” and
“imitation.” As she writes, she locates herself n time, in the
midst of a “not yet completed” process, between the traumatic
past and a moment in the indefinite future when she might really
become a writer, someone who has learned to “marshall the le-
gion of words which come thronging through every byway of the
mind:”’

It is certain that 1 cannot always distinguish my own thoughts
' from those I read, because what I read becomes the very sub-
stance and texture of my mind. Consequently, in nearly all
that I write, I produce something which very much resembles

the crazy patchwork I used to make when 1 first learned to

sew. . . . Trying to write is very much like trying to put a Chi-

nese puzzle together. We have a pattern in mind which we
wish to work out in words; but the words will not fit the spaces,

or, if they do, they will not match the design. But we keep on

trying because W€ know that others have succeeded, and we

are not willing to acknowledge defeat.!??

Writing has become difficult, and Helen has come to understand
how shippery and stubborn words can be, the impossibility of
gaining 2a perfect fit. Not only is what she writes a ‘‘patchwork,”
but so is the text and “texture”’ of her mind: it too is the patch-
work whose substance is language. Insofar as she grasps this
truth, Helen Keller subverts Foucault’s panoptic model of knowl-

100 Compare Ovid’s Narcissus and his lament about his image in
To make it worse, no sea, no road, no mountain,
No city wall, no gate, no barrier, parts us
But a thin film of water. (3. 448-450)
There is no way from the “I" to the beloved because there is nothing between them.
OviD, METAMORPHOSES 71 (R. Humphries trans., Indiana UP, 1955).
101 KELLER, STORY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 257.
102 [d. at 67-68.

the water:
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mmmm.wza discipline. “The Panopticon,” says Foucault, “is a
?wmrw:m.moﬁ dissociating the see/being seen dyad: in the per-
ipheric ring, one is totally seen, without ever seeing; in the cen-
tral tower, one sees everything without ever being seen 103 The
idea of being able to see everything, to achieve a totality of knowl-
edge, is something that Helen’s assent to the difficulty of lan-
guage exposes as a characteristic Foucauldian hyperbole. In a
diary entry .»,A.S. January 30, 1892, when Annie has just mo.a her
that her writing is suspect, Helen writes, “I thought everybod

rwa ,W.JM» same thought about the ._anmm, but I do DOHJNWDOAM
now. Once again, in order to discover herself as a thinkin

subject, she must discover and acknowledge her difference w:m
her incompleteness. For Helen this amounts to a liberating posi-
tion of doubt, although in response to the pain and ::mmmmm Wm it

mro constructs a narrativized self located between a traumatic oiu
Hmm: Mzm. a w::wm perfection, between fall and recovery. It 1s on
_.mmw owm“wwwmmﬁm.mrm constructs herself as a narrative subject, a sub-
. >H.9® m.ba of her chapter, after affirming that what she has
just written is “all the facts as they appear to me,” %% and after

disclaimi i .
nrmvmmﬁuzm any desire to defend herself, Helen begins a new

The summer and winter followin “ i inci
) inte g the “Frost King” incident I
w_wm:,,a 2:.7 my family in Alabama. I recall with delight that
ome-going. Everything had budded and blossomed. I was
happy. ‘“The Frost King” was forgotten. .
| When the ground was strewn with the crimson and golden .
Mm<mm of autumn, and the musk-scented grapes that covered
W e arbour at the .n:a of the garden were turning golden
rown in the sunshine, I began to write a sketch of my life—a
year after I had written “The Frost King.”10¢ |

Of course, “The Frost King” is not forgotten at all. Ina typicall

expressive gesture, Helen appropriates the language of the EN
loined text, impossibly visual in its signification,'*” and be w%m to
write what will be the text that the reader is in the wnOnmmmw of
amm%dm. What .mrm makes her own, and makes of herself as
speaking and writing subject, is the threshold moment of her en-

”Mw Wﬂmoqizm AND PUNISH, supra note 16, at 201-02

ELLER, STORY . ’ : .
105 1] at 69, ORrY OF My LIFE, supra note 4, at 356.
106 .

107 Except for th atail: .
the sy, pt for the one detail: the musk scent of the grapes (and possibly the warmth of
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trance into language. That is “the story of [her] life.” In fact, the
first version of her autobiography, which she publishes in the
January, 1894, number of The Youth’s Companion, just two years
after the “Frost King” incident, is given a very simple but defini-
tive title: “My Story.”'°® In the process, “Helen Keller” be-
comes the name for a liminal moment of transition from darkness
to light, silence to speech, bondage to liberation, repeated and
commemorated in both what she writes and what others write
about her.

The relation, though, between what she writes about herself
and what others write about her is not always clear, and this lack
of clarity is fundamental to the construction of “Helen Keller.”
The decade or so of Helen’s early experience with publication,
from 1892 to 1903, traces a narrative of disclosure and conceal-
ment, acknowledgement and denial, in her project of authorial
self-inscription. First, there is the involuntary publication of
“The Frost King”" in early 1892 followed by the traumatic accusa-
tion of plagiarism and her passionate denial. Then comes the
publication of the brief autobiographical sketch, aggressively and
recuperatively titled “My Story,” as if declaring that her only real
subject, the only subject no one could accuse her of plagiarizing,
is her “self,” which, vwnmaoanw:? is the self that she writes into
existence in writing her autobiography. Tellingly, the editor of
The Youth’s Companion declares that the story was “[w]ritten
wholly without help of any sort and printed without
change.”'?® Next, after writing several further sketches as fresh-
man compositions at Radcliffe for Professor Charles Copeland in
1900-01, Helen publishes “The Story of My Life” in six install-
ments in the Ladies Home Journal in 1902,''° which the Journal in-
troduces as “Helen Keller's Own Story Of Her Life, Written
Entirely by the Wonderful Girl Herself.””!''! Then, with some re-
vision, this is published in book form the following year with the
same title, The Story of My Life. But the book is a composite, and
the full story is a collaboration, such that the lines are blurred
between biography and autobiography.'!'? In addition to Helen’s

autobiography, the book has a section containing her letters and

108 Helen Keller, My Story, YOUTH'S CoMPANION, Jan. 4, 1984, at 3.

109 4.

110 Helen Keller, The Story of My Life (pts. 1-5) LADIES’ HoMe J., Apr.-Sept. 1902

111 14 pt. 1, at 7.

112 Joseph Lash, originally commissioned to write a biography of Helen Keller timed
for the 100th anniversary of her birth in 1980, quickly determined that “[i]t is impossible
to write a book about Helen Keller that is not also a book about Annie Sullivan. . . ."
LAsH, supra note 6, at 3.
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another section put together by John Macy, the editor, including
Anne Sullivan’s all-important 1887 and 1888 letters to Mrs. Hop-
r::mu.v_cm Macy’s own account of Helen. This is an expansion of
two installments he contributed to Ladies Home Journal as a sup-
plement to Helen’s autobiography, under the title, “Helen Keller
as She Really Is.”!!3 So, the change in titles, from “My Story’ in
1894 to The Story of My Life in 1903 traces an important but subtle
change in Helen’s claim of authorial autonomy. The first title
announces a story that belongs doubly to Helen Keller, as both a
story of her and a story by her. The second title announces some-
m.w::m more complex: a story of her but one for which the article
.Hr.m: in the phrase, “The Story,” fails to disclose an author.
This change was no doubt too subtle to be noticed, perhaps not
even by Helen and Annie themselves, for the public has tended
to take at face value the inscription of “Helen Keller” as author
on the title page.!'* Of course, the writer of the accusatory text,
H”Z_mm mcEé:,m Methods,” makes much of the book’s status as a

composite reminiscence,”''® but most readers, eager to see
Helen as the heroine of her own narrative, have tended to over-
~oow. this and think of the whole book as Helen’s own, thus con-
firming her status as author of the book that narrates her
achievement of an author’s status in the first place.

VIII. Dgear-BLIND WRITING AND THE PRODUCTION
, oF “HELEN KELLER”

In early 1905, anticipating her marriage to John Macy, Annie
wrote a letter to a friend, in which she sums up the finances that
supported Helen and herself. Besides a trust fund yielding them
$840 a year, there was the income from Helen’s books and arti-

Qmm“ On this score, Annie feels it necessary to set the record
straight:

Of course you know that whatever Helen writes repre-
sents my wwvoml as well as hers. The _Wo.acw is hers, but much of
the drudgery is mine. The conditions are such that she could
not prepare a paper for publication without my help. The dif-
ficulties under which she works are insurmountable. Someone

_w_u John Albert Macy, Helen Keller as She Really Is (pt. 1), Lapies’ HoME J., Oct. 1902, at

a:w John Macy, though, is quite clear about the implications: “She cannot know in

¢ QM__ how mrmmawm ﬁm:rmr”, and her memory of her childhood is in some cases an ideal-

ized memory of what she has learned later from her teacher and ott ” :

oF My LiFg, supra note 4, at 224. and others Krrire, Story
115 Methods, supra text accompanying note 40.
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must always be at her side to read to her, to keep her type-
writer in order, to read over her manuscript, make corrections
and look up words for her, and to do the many things which
she would do herself if she had her sight. I make this state-
ment because Helen’s friends have not always understood
what the relations between her and me really are. They have
thought her earning capacity independent of me, and one per-
son at least has hinted that financially she might be better off
without me. Helen feels very differently and when the book
contracts were made, she insisted that they should revert to
me on her death. Itis also her wish to divide equally with me,
during her life, all the money that comes to her as our joint
earnings. 1 am willing to accept one third.'"®

In this passage, Annie interprets the primary triangle that binds
Helen and herself together, underscoring what for her are its ad-
verse implications: there is Helen the ‘“‘genius,” Annie the
“drudge,” and a world that is bent on valuing them accordingly.
Her own estimate of Helen’s genius is, in large part, what
prompted Annie to idealize Helen’s youthful abilities as a writer,
and to stand unyieldingly by her denial that Helen was reading
Canby when she wrote “The Frost King.” What comes through
in Annie’s account, though, is the generosity of both women to-
ward one another: Helen’s wish to divide her income equally with
Annie, and Annie’s deferential willingness to accept only a third
(“Does this seem a just arrangement?” she asks in the letter).'"”
What also comes through is the sense that both women under-
stood how they were collaborators in the production of “Helen
Keller,” although the relative importance of each one was inevi-
tably in question.

Responding to the public’s variable estimate of the two wo-
men, John Macy sarcastically joked that one half the world “be-
lieves Annie Sullivan is just a governess and interpreter, riding to
fame on Helen’s genius,” while the other half believes Helen is
“only Annie’s puppet, speaking and writing lines that are fed to
her by Annie’s genius.”!'® The two women were constantly ne-
gotiating the way they were perceived, and Helen was always
alert to correct any lack of recognition for Annie. When they met
Dr. Maria Montessori in 1914, and she told Helen that she had
learned from her ““as [a] pupil learns from [a] master,” Helen
quickly replied that the compliment should have been paid to An-

116 LasH, supra note 6, at 329.
117 74,
118 Jd. at 319-20.
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nie.''? Then, in 1931, when they were both to be awarded hon-
orary degrees by Temple University, Annie stubbornly refused to
accept hers, complaining that she was unworthy of the honor.!20
<m,m_d later, in the stage production of William Gibson’s play .N,\a.
\53.% Worker,'?! this dynamic had its effect even on the m:,:wm,mmmm
playing the roles of Annie and Helen. Of course, the title of the
m_m&\ refers to Annie, not Helen, but this was often lost on a pub-
lic eager to cast Helen as the heroine of her own drama. Many
years later, Gibson remarked ironically that the play’s ﬂm,nm zom
was such that its title should have been The Miracle :S&%«W 1z2
Ann Bancroft, who played Annie, became distressed by the wa

audiences at the final curtain barely noticed her after the mnmm
round of applause, while they continued to cheer Patty Duke for
her vmnm.uﬁsw:wm as Helen.'?* Nella Braddy, Annie’s biographer

sympathized with Bancroft, telling her how “people would tr. .
ple [Annie] so as to get at Helen.”” 124 o

. >mw.:r it is John Macy who cuts through the public’s percep-
tion of E<N~Jw and identifies “‘the unanalyzable kinship” that was
the foundation of Helen Keller’s career.’”’!25 Writing in Gom,
when he was already a collaborator in their enterprise, Twi:m,

served as editor and compiler of The St ) } 1
Annie a special skill: : 7 2oy of My Lfe, he saw in

[Sullivan’s] skill in presenting material, some of which she
does not try to retain herself, but allows to pass through her to
.Hrm v:mx fingers of her pupil; her instinct in striking out the
messential; her feeling, which is now a matter of long experi-

3 M‘ .— OM; mﬁ
ence or just :: turn ~—~Av: uz H:.Wn z~mm QNMAN -@Ayﬁmw at ﬁm»ﬁ
m‘

What is striking about this description, by a man who may have
m?mmm&\ been in love with Annie, is the way it recalls éwsz%mao:,w
ammm.:_o:os of the mother’s mirror role in meeting and reflectin

the mg.mm:_mm needs. This is evidenced by the way Annie filters o:mM
the jw%m::&: and instinctively provides Helen with what she
needs “at the moment,” thus shaping and translating the world

Y19 [d. at 418.
120 14 at 596.
121 W T
1ae Nﬁ.ﬁ”&; m:wmoz. Mamm MIRACLE WORKER: A PLAY FOR TEeLEVISION (1957)
AM (GIBSON, MONDAY AFTER THE MIR : : : i
125 | e ot more 6, DA ACLE: A PrLAY IN THREE ACTS viii (1983).
124 14
125 Macy, supra note 113, at 12.

126 Id. See also, Lasu supra note 6 p
” _aiso, 1 , , at 295-96. Macy omitted this y
version published in Helen’s 1903 book, The Story @\\&e Life, see M:M”nﬂwwwwm from the
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to correspond with the shape of it already implicit in Helen’s
unique perceptual capacity and her desire.

What is in question here is a rivalry between two different
ways of reading this moment: Winnicott’s and Lacan’s. Or per-
haps, rather than a rivalry, a complementarity.’?” On the one
hand, it is as if Lacan’s focus on the otherness of the specular im-
age, its contribution to the paranoid development of the ego, po-
sitions him to account for the rivalry between Helen and Annie, a

rivalry that finds resolution only in Annie’s repeated gestures of

deference and Helen’s reciprocal (and reparative) insistence on
full recognition for Annie. On the other hand, it is as if Win-
nicott’s focus on the sameness of the specular image—the baby
seeing herself in her mother’s face, because what the mother
looks like when she looks at the baby is related to “what she sees
there”’128—positions Winnicott to account for the enduring, in-
tensely intimate and dyadic relationship between the two women.
This is a relationship in which the absent visual modality is re-
placed by touch, what Helen describes as mediating all her
thought and experience, the hand that touches her in the dark.'?®
Although Winnicott and Lacan are describing virtually the same
phenomenon, where they differ is that Lacan, in his account of
the mirror stage, never describes the infant as touching or being
touched or held by her mother. Lacan alludes to this mode of
mother-infant relating only as the contrasting ground for the in-
fant’s perceptual precocity: her “motor incapacity and nursling
dependence,” or generally, her “organic insufficiency.”’'?°
Maybe it is a question of developmental timing. Writing after
Lacan, Winnicott acknowledges his influence but says that the
mother’s face is “the precursor of the mirror.”’'3' Still, Lacan is clear
about the imaginary, pre-Symbolic character of the mirror stage,
to the extent that it can be described as vam-mﬁﬂdoznxwm and this
would situate Lacan’s and Winnicott’s theories as both dealing
with the same developmental phase. But it is Winnicott who ex-

127 Ap alternative way to configure the relation between Winnicott and Lacan is, in
Shoshana Felman’s phrase, a “missed encounter” between languages. They are both
“products of their respective languages. Each works with, and takes into account, the
concrete functioning of his own language. That is to say that they are both effects of the
knowledge of their own languages.” SHOsHANA FELMAN, THE LITERARY SPEECH ACT:
DoN-JuaN wiTH J. L. AUSTIN, OR SEDUCTION IN Two LANGUAGES (Catherine Porter trans.,
1983).

128 WinNicoTT, Mirror Role, supra note 15, at 112 (emphasis omitted).

129 See supra text accompanying note 8.

130 LAcAN, Mirror Stage, supra note 14, at 2, 4.

131 WinNNICOTT, Mirror Role, supra note 15, at 111 (emphasis in original).

132 Sgp supra text accompanying notes 81-85.
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plicitly focuses on the mother’s function in holding and handling
the infant, and presenting objects to her, as he addresses the
mother’s mirror role. And, significantly, he limits his observa-
tions only to sighted infants.

The difference between the bodily presence of the mother in
Winnicott’s theory and her virtual absence in Lacan’s theory is
already well understood, as are the implications of this differ-
ence. Madelon Sprengnether, for instance, sees it as implying
decisively different relationships between mother and infant.

<<rm.ammm [Winnicott’s] theory stresses maternal presence (and
plenitude) through the concept of mother-infant fusion, Lacan
downplays the role of the biological mother to the point where
she barely seems to exist in a corporeal sense. . . . The
Boz.:wim [Winnicottean] role as an agent in the process of re-
flection means that her responsiveness to her infant has a
profound influence on its subsequent development. The
more she resembles a [Lacanian] mirror, in fact—passive, dis-
.anﬁma, or withdrawn—the less her infant is able to use the
image she provides. Such a circumstance, according to Win-
nicott, fosters the emergence of pathology.'??

An important aspect of Sprengnether’s argument is that she clari-
fies the extent to which Winnicott’s theory is a critique of La-
can’s. The critical difference is between the reflective function of
the mirror and its material being. If the mother does not just re-
m.mQ her'infant “like” a mirror, but also resembles the cold, mate-
rial otherness of its surface, then for Winnicott the mother-infant
relationship becomes alienating and paranoid.

However, as far as I can tell, it has not been adequately un-
derstood how important in Lacan’s theory is the absence of the
tactile, of mutual touching and holding, for the development of
infantile perception and knowledge (it is crucial for blind in-
fants).'** Philosophically, it has always been the habit of skeptical
theories of perception, which deny the reality of the phenomenal
world, to emphasize touch and downplay sight. Typically, such
theories use the scratch of a blade or the tickle of a feather as
their example: what is perceived is not so much the object as the
sensation that it excites on the surface of the body.'*> In con-

133 MADELON SPRENGNETHER, THE SPECTRAL MOTHER: FREUD, FEMINISM, AND PSYCHO-
anaLysts 183, 185 (1990). '

134 See supra text accompanying note 85.
. _.m.m See I»zz».m. AReNDT, THE Human ConpITION 114 n. 63 (1958). Arendt argues that
it 1s not just any instance of the sense of touch that a skeptic uses to disprove the reality
of the perceived world, but the special instance in which the sensation of touch excites
or pains the body to the extent that the mind is distracted from the object in question
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trast, Lacan emphasizes the visual in his central concepts of the
gaze and the mirror stage, and he is apparently indifferent to
bodily modes of perception, the “proximity” senses of taste,
touch and smell (which virtually excludes Helen Keller from his
theory). In this way, he exchanges a modern philosophy of doubt
for a post-modern philosophy of paranoia.

What this suggests, I think, is a fundamental relationship be-
tween sight and touch that the post-Saussurean—and Lacanian—
theory of the sign does not account for. For the developing
child, the word “dog” (or rather, “doggie”) comes to be grasped
and repeated from out of the surrounding envelope of sounds,
images, textures, tastes, and smells within which a child awakens
to herself as a subject of this culture and not another, a member
of this family, a child of ths mother—whose voice, worded or not,
comes combined with the touch, taste, and smell of her body, and
the kinesthetic pleasures of being held, rocked, and carried in her
arms. Lacan, it seems, reads Saussure from the vantage of his
earlier association with surrealist artists and photographers.
Consequently, his theory of the sign or, more exactly, the signifier
(with the signified not as the referent of the signifier but its ef-
fect), seems to be based on a visual aesthetics strongly inflected
by a paranoid positionality. There is, in Saussure’s theory, the
familiar “arbitrariness” of the sign. That the furry animal which
has four legs and wags its tail is named dog or chien or hund or
perro, depending on the language, shows that the signifier has no
natural connection with the signified, since what the sign unites is
not a word and a thing, but a sound-image and a concept (signi-
fier and signified). As Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen points out, how-

ever, the more consequential principle i Saussure is the “value”
of the linguistic sign.'*® The value of the sign is understood as
the sum of its divergences from other signs: meaning is deter-
mined by difference.
[Moreover,] . . . there is strict adherence between the signifier
and the signified, and if this is so, it is because, in accord with

the theory of value, they vary in concert within a linguistic sys-
tem with which they are in solidarity (hence the despair of

cused instead on the sensation itself. So, she quotes Descartes, on the unreality of
““The motion merely of a sword cutting a part of our skin causes
hat account make us aware of the motion or the figure of the
sword. And it is certain that this sensation of pain is not less different from the motion
that causes it . . . than are the sensation[s] we have of color, sound, odor, or taste.” ” Id.
(quoting Descartes, Principals, Part 4, in PHILOSOPHICAL WoRKs (Haldane & Ross, trans.,

1911)).
136 M. BORCH-JACOBSEN, LacaN: THE ABSOLUTE M

and fo
“secondary” qualities:
pain but does not on t

asTER (Douglas Brick trans., 1991).
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translators, who know only too well that [hoef ] will never have

exactly the same meaning as [bee i {
o e g as [beef |, even if they refer to the

The despair of the translator marks both the limit and the power
of language—the weight and specificity of the culture that it
speaks. mcn.r despair points to the unique materiality of the cul-
ture, the voices and fragrances, textures and flavors, and the sin
gular play of light and dark and color, that come to be reco :mmmm
and named by the developing subject. At the beginning Omm such
recognition, according to Winnicott, there is not just the im
om the mother, as if in a mirror, but her body too, ex nlmswmm
E:T.wz nrm. same specificity of the senses. eﬁn:mnmzumﬁacaﬁ p f
the :wmma in her mother’s arms, the two gazing into one mm-
other’s eyes, portrays a simultaneously visual and tactile percep-
tion of the object. This is where language begins, where HW
infant vmmim to exercise a capacity to recognize the mm:,.mm-::m M
or self-as-sign. The beginnings of language and knowledge :
at the very least, tactile as well as visual. s
In Diderot’s account of the blind man of Puisaux, the man
omm:. mvm.m.Wm of mirrors. Asked to define one, he offers ,Hrm felici
tous intuition that it is an instrument that m:m?mw us to touch r
mem at a distance (says Diderot: “Had Descartes been UMWM
b Emv Wm might, 1 Q:nr. have hugged himself for such a defini-
_o:wv. In this we are not far from the moment when Helen
MMM mmzm. to 9@5 fact m:.& power of language, as she feels water
o Hrm i one hand while in the other hand she feels Annie spell-
ng the word for water. My guess is that maturation for the
m_mr:w.m means a fading of the connection between the tactile and
the visual, with the tactile remaining as an unfelt but active
grounding of knowledge, perception, and desire. For the blind
and wvwn_mmmzv\ for the deaf-blind, like Helen, touch and vmanmﬁ“
mmm MMM:MMM ~MMMOMWMW:MQ_%WQ“ menw_a perception; which means
: . ake a “battle-royal” to get her,
MMHMM:MW nﬁwmnm, W.mnw:oéﬁamm the boundaries _ommg\@m: m&mmmmwm
oer ¢ mr er blind groping continually transgresses. Later, it
NQSMEMW M e trauma of being accused of plagiarism to get her to
ackno OM omﬁmm“w::mn boundaries between her words and the

If Winnicott is the theorist of the moment when touch and

137 1d. at 174.
138 Dj .
mcqvlwmﬁwoﬁwowﬁm M:NE.SMS 17, at 71-72. See also HuLL, supra note 18, at 65-66 (I am often
purpris amEmBWﬁ« Jm ted friends know something when it is still so far off. The blind
> er that it 1s just as if the sighted were touching their faces all the time )
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sight are merged in the dual unity of the mother-infant mirror
relationship, then Lacan is the theorist of the moment when
touch and sight are divided and the subject, left on her own to
experience the disparity between her perceptual and motor ca-
pacities,'® discovers herself divided between her physiological
incompleteness and the formal completeness anticipated in the
mirror image. What Lacan says of this stage of infantile develop-
ment applies directly to Helen’s development as a speaking and
writing subject. It “is experienced as a temporal dialectic that de-
cisively projects the formation of the individual into history. The
mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from
insufficiency to anticipation.”'*® Hence Helen’s sense of herself
as a writer located between present incompleteness and future
mastery. Hence also the fundamental theme of her writing, the
liminal moment of liberation, from darkness to light, silence to
speech—but mediated always by tactile signs, by touch. This is
the “Helen Keller” that Helen and her collaborators produce in
her writing and public appearances.

Helen’s own performance as ‘“Helen Keller” took many
forms. Besides her fifty-year career as a public lecturer, she and
Annie spent a year and more performing the well house “mira-
cle” on the vaudeville circuit all across America, scoring a tri-
umph at the Palace Theater in New York. She also starred in a
movie, entitled Deliverance, which was produced in 1919 by Fran-
cis Trevelyan Miller, a man who was part historian, part P. T.
Barnum. Early in the planning stages, he assured potential back-
ers that ““its possibilities far exceeded the Birth of a Nation.”'*!
Helen enthusiastically agreed with his conception as she ex-
pressed her hopes for the film:

It will help me carry farther the message that has so long
burned in my heart—a message of courage, a message of a
brighter, happier future for all men. I dream of a day when all
who go forth sorrowing and struggling shall bring their
golden sheaves home with them in joy. I dream of a liberty
that shall find its way to all who are bound by circumstances
and poverty. As the dungeon of sense in which I once lay was
broken by love and faith, so I desire to open wide all the
prison-doors of the world."*?

139 Another crucial difference: for Winnicott there are no infants per se, only infants
and mothers.

140 LAcaN, Mirror Stage, supra note 14, at 4 (emphasis in original).

141 LasH, supra note 6, at 473.

142 I With my attention concentrated on perception and language, I have had to
neglect in this essay the fact that Helen was an active socialist during this period. See
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In the movie, the young Helen’s miracle moment in the well
house is played by a child actress. Helen appears as herself in the
later scenes, many of them offered as inspirational tableaux,
capped by a final spectacle with Helen on a white horse, “blowing
a trumpet and leading thousands of shipyard and factory work-
ers, people of all nations, toward ‘deliverance’.”!*?

Clearly, what Helen writes herself into is the discourse of
conversion narrative, which continually reaffirms her in the role
of “Helen Keller,” the subject of her own liberation. However,
she always credits the aid and love of others, and of Anne Sulli-
van in particular (notably in Teacher, the clearly reparative biogra-
phy that she published in 1955)."** It is always the collaborative
moment, symbolized by the touch of one hand to another be-
tween Anne Sullivan and the deaf-blind otherness of Helen Kel-
ler, that audiences and readers have warmed to. In a way, Steven
Spielberg’s E.T. functions for audiences today in much the same
way as Helen Keller did for audiences in the first decades of the
century—with the crucial difference that E.T. can see and hear.
That Helen, in Deliverance, was not only the subject of a film but
played herself before the camera, must seem strange if only because
she was cut off absolutely from experiencing the film and its rep-
resentation of her.'*® But the importance of Helen Keller for
contemporary theory is not at all diminished by her lack of sight
and hearing. Her lack, on the contrary, puts directly into ques-
tion our thinking about the cultural consequences of the camera,
which has transformed modern social life during the last century
and a half.!*® Lacanian theory is especially well suited to under-

generally HELEN KELLER, OUT OF THE DARK: Essays, LETTERS, AND ADDRESSES ON PHYSI-
cAL AND SociaL Vision (1913).

143 LasH, supra note 6, at 481.

144 See generally, HELEN KELLER, TEACHER: ANNE SULLIVAN Macy (1955).

145 Even more of a puzzle, perhaps, is how she thought of herself as posing or per-
forming for a camera.

The director together with Annie devised a system of stamping on the floor
to convey his instructions to her. First Polly Thomson or Annie spelled into
her hand what she was supposed to do in the next series of ‘takes’ and the
effect they were trying for . . .. The director [George Foster Platt] often was
unable to hold back his tears as he tapped out ‘be natural’ and Helen, who
could not see the result, tried gamely to fulfill his wishes. . . . Frequent flick-
ers and starts of feeling seemed to be registering little inner electric shocks.
Her gestures were equally expressive. But to synchronize gesture and feeling
was a laborious process.
LasH, supra note 6, at 480.

146 The cinematic camera now combines the technology of sight and sound. For the
occasion of this essay, however, the emphasis is on sight, even though this tends to do
less than justice both to Helen Keller’s experience and to our own experience of a cul-
ture immersed in film and video. Se¢ generally Kaja SILVERMAN, THE ACOUSTIC MIRROR:
THE FEMALE VOICE IN PsycHoANALYSIS AND CINEMA (1988).
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standing a culture saturated by the technology of the visual and
its political and commercial exploitation, its production of high-
gloss figurations of an alienated, alienating, and paranoid ideal
ego (what is the difference, on TV, between George Bush on the
news and Joe Montana in an ad for Nuprin?). But Lacan’s in-
tense focus on the visual, and his relative indifference to the
more directly bodily forms of perception and knowledge, the
‘“proximity” senses typified by touch, make his theory less useful
as a tool for revising the paranoid structure of contemporary cul-
ture. Helen Keller’s experience as a deaf-blind writer offers a dif-
ferent perspective. As Kafka says, writing is a way of shutting our
eyes and, under the circumstances, that may be a reasonable
thing to do.




