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Chapter 2

Narrative Prosthesis and the
Materiality of Metaphor

Literature and the Undisciplined Body of Disability

This chapter prefaces the close readings to come by deepening our theory of
narrative prosthesis as shared characteristics in the literary representation of
disability. We demonstrate one of a variety of approaches in disability stud-
ies to the “problem” that disability and disabled populations pose to all cul-
tures. Nearly every culture views disability as a problem in need of a solu-
tion, and this belief establishes one of the major modes of historical address
directed toward people with disabilities. The necessity for developing vari-
ous kinds of cultural accommodations to handle the “problem” of corpo-
real difference (through charitable organizations, modifications of physical
architecture, welfare doles, quarantine, genocide, euthanasia programs,
etc.) situates people with disabilities in a profoundly ambivalent relation-
ship to the cultures and stories they inhabit. The perception of a “crisis” or
a “special situation” has made disabled people the subject of not only gov-
ernmental policies and social programs but also a primary object of literary
representation.

Our thesis centers not simply upon the fact that people with disabilities
have been the object of representational treatments, but rather that their
function in literary discourse is primarily twofold: disability pervades liter-
ary narrative, first, as a stock feature of characterization and, second, as an
opportunistic metaphorical device. We term this perpetual discursive depen-
dency upon disability narrative prosthesis. Disability lends a distinctive idio-
syncrasy to any character that differentiates the character from the anony-
mous background of the “norm.” To exemplify this phenomenon, the
opening half of this chapter analyzes the Victorian children’s story The
Steadfast Tin Soldier in order to demonstrate that disability serves as a pri-
mary impetus of the storyteller’s efforts. In the second instance, disability
also serves as a metaphorical signifier of social and individual collapse.
Physical and cognitive anomalies promise to lend a “tangible” body to tex-
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tual abstractions; we term this metaphorical use of disability the materiality
of metaphor and analyze its workings as narrative prosthesis in our con-
cluding discussion of Sophocles’ drama QOedipus the King. We contend that
disability’s centrality to these two principle representational strategies
establishes a conundrum: while stories rely upon the potency of disability as
a symbolic figure, they rarely take up disability as an experience of social or
political dimensions. '

While each of the chapters that follow set out some of the key cultural
components and specific historical contexts that inform this history of dis-
abled representations, our main objective addresses the development of a
representational or “literary” history. By “literary” we mean to suggest a
form of writing that explicitly values the production of what narrative the-
orists such as Barthes, Blanchot, and Chambers have referred to as “open-
ended” narrative.? The identification of the open-ended narrative differenti-
ates a distinctively “literary” component of particular kinds of storytelling:
those texts that not only deploy but explicitly foreground the “play” of mul-
tiple meanings as a facet of their discursive production. While this definition
does not overlook the fact that all texts are inherently “open” to a multi-
plicity of interpretations, our notion of literary narrative identifies works
that stage the arbitrariness of linguistic sign systems as a characterizing fea-
ture of their plots and commentaries. Not only do the artistic and philo-
sophical works under discussion here present themselves as available to a
multiplicity of readings, they openly perform their textual inexhaustibility.
Each shares a literary objective of destabilizing sedimented cultural mean-
ings that accrue around ideas of bodily “deviance.” Thus, we approach the
writings of Montaigne, Nietzsche, Shakespeare, Melville, Anderson, Dunn,
and an array of post-1945 American authors as writers who interrogate the
objectives of narrative in general and the corporeal body in particular as dis-
cursive products. Their narratives all share a self-reflexive mode of address
about their own textual production of disabled bodies.

This textual performance of ever-shifting and unstable meanings is criti-
cal in our interpretive approach to the representation of disability. The close
readings that follow hinge upon the identification of disability as an ambiva-
lent and mutable category of cultural and literary investment. Within liter-
ary narratives, disability serves as an interruptive force that confronts cul-
tural truisms. The inherent vulnerability and variability of bodies serves
literary narratives as a metonym for that which refuses to conform to the
mind’s desire for order and rationality. Within this schema, disability acts as
a metaphor and fleshly example of the body’s unruly resistance to the cul-
tural desire to “enforce normalcy.”? The literary narratives we discuss all
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deploy the mutable or “deviant” body as an “unbearable weight” (to use
Susan Bordo’s phrase) in order to counterbalance the “meaning-laden” and
ethereal projections of the mind. The body’s weighty materiality functions
as a textual and cultural other—an object with its own undisciplined lan-
guage that exceeds the text’s ability to control it.

As many theorists have pointed out, this representational split between
body and mind/text has been inherited from Descartes (although we demon-
strate that disability has been entrenched in these assumptions throughout
history). Keeping in mind that the perception of disability shifts from one
epoch to another, and sometimes within decades and years, we want to
argue that the disabled body has consistently held down a “privileged” posi-
tion with respect to thematic variations on the mind/body split. Whether a
culture approaches the body’s materiality as a denigrated symbol of earthly
contamination (such as in early Christian cultures), or as a perfectible
techné of the self (as in ancient Athenian culture), or as an object of medical
interpretation {as in Victorian culture), or as specular commodity in the age
of electronic media (as is the case in postmodernism), disability perpetually
serves as the symbolical symptom to be interpreted by discourses on the
body. Whereas the “able” body has no definitional core (it poses as trans-
parently “average” or “normal”), the disabled body surfaces as any body
capable of being narrated as “outside the norm.” Within such a representa-
tional schema, literary narratives revisit disabled bodies as a reminder of the
“real” physical limits that “weigh down” transcendent ideals of the mind
and knowledge-producing disciplines. In this sense, disability serves as the
hard kernel or recalcitrant corporeal matter that cannot be deconstructed
away by the textual operations of even the most canny narratives or philo-
sophical idealisms.?

For our purposes in this book, the representation of disability has both
allowed an interrogation of static beliefs about the body and also erupted as
the unseemly matter of narrative that cannot be textually undone. We there-
fore forward readings of disability as a narrative device upon which the lit-
erary writer of “open-ended” narratives depends for his or her disruptive
punch. Our phrase narrative prosthesis is meant to indicate that disability
has been used throughout history as a crutch upon which literary narratives
lean for their representational power, disruptive potentiality, and analytical
insight. Bodies show up in stories as dynamic entities that resist or refuse the
cultural scripts assigned to them. While we do not simply extol these liter-
ary approaches to the representation of the body (particularly in relation to
recurring tropes of disability), we want to demonstrate that the disabled
body represents a potent symbolic site of literary investment.
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The reasons for this dependency upon disability as a device of characteri-
zation and interrogation are many, and our concept of narrative prosthesis
establishes a variety of motivations that ground the narrative deployment of
the “deviant” body. However, what surfaces as a theme throughout these
chapters is the paradoxical impetus that makes disability into both a desta-
bilizing sign of cultural prescriptions about the body and a deterministic
vehicle of characterization for characters constructed as disabled. Thus, in
works as artistically varied and culturally distinct as Shakespeare’s Richard
III, Montaigne’s “Of Cripples,” Melville’s Moby-Dick, Nietzsche’s Thus
Spoke Zarathustra, Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, Faulkner’s The Sound and
the Fury, Salinget’s The Catcher in the Rye, Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird,
Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Dunn’s Geek Love, Powers’s
Operation Wandering Soul, and Egoyan’s The Sweet Hereafter, the meaning
of the relationship between having a physical disability and the nature of a
character’s identity come under scrutiny. Disability recurs in these works as
a potent force that challenges cultural ideals of the “normal” or “whole”
body. At the same time, disability also operates as the textual obstacle that
causes the literary operation of open-endedness to close down or stumble.

This “closing down” of an otherwise permeable and dynamic narrative
form demonstrates the historical conundrum of disability. Characters such
as Montaigne’s “les boiteaux,” Shakespeare’s “hunchback’d king,”
Melville’s “crippled” captain, Nietzsche’s interlocutory “throng of crip-
ples,” Anderson’s storied “grotesques,” Faulkner’s “tale told by an idiot,”
Salinger’s fantasized commune of deaf-mutes, Lee’s racial and cognitive out-
siders, Kesey’s ward of acutes and chronics, Dunn’s chemically altered
freaks, and Powers’s postapocalyptic wandering children provide powerful
counterpoints to their respective cultures’ normalizing Truths about the
construction of deviance in particular, and the fixity of knowledge systems
in general. Yet each of these characterizations also evidences that the artifice
of disability binds disabled characters to a programmatic (even determinis-
tic) identity. Disability may provide an explanation for the origins of a char-
acter’s identity, but its deployment usually proves either too programmatic
or unerringly “deep” and mysterious. In each work analyzed in this book,
disability is used to underscore, in the words of Richard Powers, adapting
the theories of Lacan, that the body functions “like a language” as a
dynamic network of misfirings and arbitrary adaptations (Goldbug 545).
Yet, this defining corporeal unruliness consistently produces characters who
are indentured to their biological programming in the most essentializing
manner. Their disabilities surface to explain everything or nothing with
respect to their portraits as embodied beings.
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All of the above examples help to demonstrate one of the central assump-

tions undergirding this book: disability is foundational to both cultural

definition and to the literary narratives that challenge normalizing prescrip-
tive ideals. By contrasting and comparing the depiction of disability across
cultures and histories, one realizes that disability provides an important
barometer by which to assess shifting values and norms imposed upon the
body. Our approach in the chapters that follow is to treat disability as a nar-
rative device—an artistic prosthesis—that reveals the pervasive dependency
of artistic, cultural, and philosophical discourses upon the powerful alterity
assigned to people with disabilities. In short, disability characterization can
be understood as a prosthetic contrivance upon which so many of our cul-
tural and literary narratives rely.

The (In)visibility of Prosthesis

The hypothesis of this discursive dependency upon disability strikes most
scholars and readers at first glance as relatively insubstantial. During a
recent conference of the Herman Melville Society in V615s, Greece, we met
a scholar from Japan interested in representations of disability in American
literature. When asked if Japanese literature made use of disabled characters
to the same extent as American and European literatures, he honestly
replied that he had never encountered any. Upon further reflection, he listed
several examples and laughingly added that of course the Nobel Prize win-
ner Kenzaburo O¢ wrote almost exclusively about the subject. This “sur-
prise” about the pervasive nature of disabled images in national literatures
catches even the most knowledgeable scholars unaware. Without developed
models for analyzing the purpose and function of representational strategies
of disability, readers tend to filter a multitude of disability figures absently
through their imaginations. ,

For film scholarship, Paul Longmore has perceptively formulated this
paradox, asking why we screen so many images of disability and simultane-
ously screen them out of our minds. In television and film portraits of dis-
ability, Longmore argues, this screening out occurs because we are trained
to compartmentalize impairment as an isolated and individual condition of
existence. Consequently, we rarely connect together stories of people with
disabilities as evidence of a wider systemic predicament. This same phe-
nomenon can be applied to other representational discourses.

As we discussed in our introduction to The Body and Physical Differ-
ence, our current models of minority representations tend to formulate this
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problem of literary/critical neglect in the obverse manner (5). One might
expect to find the argument in the pages to come that disability is an
ignored, overlooked, or marginal experience in literary narrative, that its
absence marks an ominous silence in the literary repertoire of human expe-
riences. In pursuing such an argument one could rightly redress, castigate,
or bemoan the neglect of this essential life experience within discourses that
might have seen fit to take up the important task of exploring disability in
serious terms. Within such an approach, disability would prove to be an
unarticulated subject whose real-life counterparts could then charge that
their own social marginality was the result of an attendant representational
erasure outside of medical discourses. Such a methodology would theorize
that disability’s absence proves evidence of a profound cultural repression
to escape the reality of biological and cognitive differences.

However, what we hope to demonstrate in this book is that disability has
an unusual literary history. Between the social marginality of people with
disabilities and their corresponding representational milieus, disability
undergoes a different representational fate. While racial, sexual, and ethnic
criticisms have often founded their critiques upon a pervasive absence of
their images in the dominant culture’s literature, this book argues that
images of disabled people abound in history.* Even if we disregard the fact
that entire fields of study have been devoted to the assessment, cataloging,
taxonomization, pathologization, objectification, and rehabilitation of dis-
abled people, one is struck by disability’s prevalence in discourses outside of
medicine and the hard sciences. Once a reader begins to seek out represen-
tations of disability in our literatures, it is difficult to avoid their prolifera-
tion in texts with which one believed oneself to be utterly familiar. Conse-
quently, as in the discussion of images of disability in Japanese literature
mentioned above, the representational prevalence of people with disabilities
is far from absent or tangential. As we discussed in the previous chapter,
scholarship in the humanities study of disability has sought to pursue previ-
ously unexplored questions of the utility of disability to numerous discur-
sive modes, including literature. Our hypothesis in Narrative Prosthesis is a
paradoxical one: disabled peoples’ social invisibility has occurred in the
wake of their perpetual circulation throughout print history. This question
is not simply a matter of stereotypes or “bad objects,” to borrow Naomi
Schor’s phrase.® Rather, the interpretation of representations of disability
strikes at the very core of cultural definitions and values. What is the
significance of the fact that the earliest known cuneiform tablets catalog 120
omens interpreted from the “deformities” of Sumerian fetuses and irregu-
larly shaped sheep’s and calf’s livers? How does one explain the disabled
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gods, such as the blind Hod, the one-eyed Odin, the one-armed Tyr, who
are central to Norse myths, or Hephaestus, the “crook-footed god,” in
Greek literature? What do these modes of representation reveal about cul-
tures as they forward or suppress physical differences? Why does the
“visual” spectacle of so many disabilities become a predominating trope in
the nonvisual textual mediums of literary narratives?

Supplementing the Void

What calls stories into being, and what does disability have to do with this
most basic preoccupation of narrative? Narrative prosthesis (or the depen-
dency of literary narratives upon disability) forwards the notion that all nar-
ratives operate out of a desire to compensate for a limitation or to reign in
excess. This narrative approach to difference identifies the literary object
par excellence as that which has become extraordinary—a deviation from a
widely accepted norm. Literary narratives begin a process of explanatory
compensation wherein perceived “aberrancies” can be rescued from igno-
rance, neglect, or misunderstanding for their readerships. As Michel de
Certeau explains in his well-known essay “The Savage ‘I,’” the new world
travel narrative in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries provides a model for
thinking about the movement of all narrative. A narrative is inaugurated
“by the search for the strange, which is presumed different from the place
assigned it in the beginning by the discourse of the culture” from which it
originates (69). The very need for a story is called into being when some-
thing has gone amiss with the known world, and, thus, the language of a
tale seeks to comprehend that which has stepped out of line. In this sense,
stories compensate for an unknown or unnatural deviance that begs an
explanation.

Our notion of narrative prosthesis evolves out of this specific recognition:
a narrative issues to resolve or correct—to “prostheticize” in David Wills’s
sense of the term—a deviance marked as improper to a social context. A
simple schematic of narrative structure might run thus: first, a deviance or
marked difference is exposed to a reader; second, a narrative consolidates
the need for its own existence by calling for an explanation of the devia-
tion’s origins and formative consequences; third, the deviance is brought
from the periphery of concerns to the center of the story to come; and
fourth, the remainder of the story rehabilitates or fixes the deviance in some
manner. This fourth step of the repair of deviance may involve an oblitera-
tion of the difference through a “cure,” the rescue of the despised object
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from social censure, the extermination of the deviant as a purification of the
social body, or the revaluation of an alternative mode of being. Since what
we now call disability has been historically narrated as that which charac-
terizes a body as deviant from shared norms of bodily appearance and abil-
ity, disability has functioned throughout history as one of the most marked
and remarked upon differences that originates the act of storytelling. Nar-
ratives turn signs of cultural deviance into textually marked bodies.

In one of our six-year-old son’s books entitled The Steadfast Tin Soldier,
this prosthetic relation of narrative to physical difference is exemplified. The
story opens with a child receiving a box of tin soldiers as a birthday gift. The
twenty-five soldiers stand erect and uniform in every way, for they “had all
been made from the same tin spoon” (Campbell 1). Each of the soldiers
comes equipped with a rifle and bayonet, a blue and red outfit signifying
membership in the same regiment, black boots, and a stern military visage.
The limited omniscient narrator inaugurates the conflict that will propel the
story by pointing out a lack in one soldier that mars the uniformity of the
gift: “All of the soldiers were exactly alike, with the exception of one, who
differed from the rest in having only one leg” (2). This unfortunate blemish,
which mars the otherwise flawless ideal of the soldiers standing in unison,
becomes the springboard for the story that ensues. The incomplete leg
becomes a locus for attention, and from this imperfection a story issues
forth. The twenty-four perfect soldiers are quickly left behind in the box for
the reason of their very perfection and uniformity—the “ideal” or
“intended” soldier’s form promises no story. As Barbara Maria Stafford
points out, “there [is] only a single way of being healthy and lovely, but an
infinity of ways of being sick and wretched” (284). This infinity of ways
helps to explain the pervasive dependency of literary narratives upon the
trope of disability. Narrative interest solidifies only in the identification and
pursuit of an anomaly that inaugurates the exceptional tale or the tale of
exception.

The story of The Steadfast Tin Soldier stands in a prosthetic relation to
the missing leg of the titular protagonist. The narrative in question (and nar-
rative in a general sense) rehabilitates or compensates for its “lesser” subject
by demonstrating that the outward flaw “attracts” the storyteller’s—and by
extension the reader’s—interest. The act of characterization is such that nar-
rative must establish the exceptionality of its subject matter to justify the
telling of a story. A subject demands a story only in relation to the degree
that it can establish its own extra-ordinary circumstances.® The normal,
routine, average, and familiar (by definition) fail to mobilize the storytelling
effort because they fall short of the litmus test of exceptionality. The
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anonymity of normalcy is no story at all. Deviance serves as the basis and
common denominator of all narrative. In this sense, the missing leg presents
the aberrant soldier as the story’s focus, for his physical difference exiles
him from the rank and file of the uniform and physically undifferentiated
troop. Whereas a sociality might reject, isolate, institutionalize, reprimand,
or obliterate this liability of a single leg, narrative embraces the opportunity
that such a “lack” provides—in fact, wills it into existence—as the impetus
that calls a story into being. Such a paradox underscores the ironic promise
of disability to all narrative.

As we point out in chapter 4, on the performance history of disabled
avengers descended from Shakespeare’s Richard III: Difference demands
display. Display demands difference. The arrival of a narrative must be
attended by the “unsightly” eruption of the anomalous (often physical in
nature) within the social field of vision. The (re)mark upon disability begins
with a stare, a gesture of disgust, a slander or derisive comment upon bod-
ily ignominy, a note of gossip about a rare or unsightly presence, a comment
upon the unsuitability of deformity for the appetites of polite society, or a

~sentiment about the unfortunate circumstances that bring disabilities into

being. This ruling out-of-bounds of the socially anomalous subject engen-
ders an act of violence that stories seek to ‘rescue” or “reclaim” as worthy
of narrative attention. Stories always perform a compensatory function in
their efforts to renew interest in a previously denigrated object. While there
exist myriad inroads to the identification of the anomalous—femininity,
race, class, sexuality—disability services this narrative appetite for differ-
ence as often as any other constructed category of deviance.

The politics of this recourse to disability as a device of narrative charac-
terization demonstrates the importance of disability to storytelling itself.
Literary narratives support our appetites for the exotic by posing disability
as an “alien” terrain that promises the revelation of a previously uncompre-
hended experience. Literature borrows the potency of the lure of difference
that a socially stigmatized condition provides. Yet the reliance upon disabil-
ity in narrative rarely develops into a means of identifying people with dis-
abilities as a disenfranchised cultural constituency. The ascription of
absolute singularity to disability performs a contradictory operation: a char-
acter “stands out” as a result of an attributed blemish, but this exceptional-
ity divorces him or her from a shared social identity. As in the story of The
Steadfast Tin Soldier, a narrative disability establishes the uniqueness of an
individual character and is quickly left behind as a purely biological fact.
Disability marks a character as “unlike” the rest of a fiction’s cast, and once
singled out, the character becomes a case of special interest who retains ,
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originality to the detriment of all other characteristics. Disability cannot be
accommodated within the ranks of the norm(als), and, thus, the options for
dealing with the difference that drives the story’s plot is twofold: a disabil-
ity is either left behind or punished for its lack of conformity.

In the story of The Steadfast Tin Soldier we witness the exercise of both
operations on the visible difference that the protagonist’s disability poses.
Once the soldier’s incomplete leg is identified, its difference is quickly
nullified. Nowhere in the story does the narrator call attention to a difficult
negotiation that must be attempted as a result of the missing appendage. In
fact, like the adventurer of de Certeaw’s paradigmatic travel narrative, the
tin figure undergoes a series of epic encounters without further reference to
his limitation: after he falls out of a window, his bayonet gets stuck in a
crack; a storm rages over him later that night; two boys find the figure, place
him into a-newspaper boat, and sail him down the gutter into a street drain;
he is accosted by a street rat who poses as gatekeeper to the underworld; the
newspaper boat sinks in a canal where the soldier is swallowed by a large
fish; and finally he is returned to his home of origin when the family pur-
chases the fish for dinner and discovers the one-legged figure in the belly.
The series of dangerous encounters recalls the epic adventure of the physi-
cally able Odysseus on his way home from Troy; likewise, the tin soldier
endures the physically taxing experience without further remark upon the
incomplete leg in the course of the tale. The journey and ultimate return
home embody the cyclical nature of all narrative (and the story of disability
in particular)—the deficiency inaugurates the need for a story but is quickly
forgotten once the difference is established.

However, a marred appearance cannot ultimately be allowed to return
home unscathed. Near the end of the story the significance of the missing leg
returns when the tin soldier is reintroduced to his love—the paper maiden
who pirouettes upon one leg. Because the soldier mistakes the dancer as pos-
sessing only one leg like himself, the story’s conclusion hinges upon the irony
of an argument about human attraction based upon shared likeness. If the
maiden shares the fate of one-leggedness, then, the soldier reasons, she must
be meant for him. However, in a narrative twist of deus ex machina the
blemished soldier is inexplicably thrown into the fire by a boy right at the
moment of his imagined reconciliation with the “one-legged” maiden. One
can read this ending as a punishment for his willingness to desire someone
physically perfect and therefore unlike himself. Shelley’s story of Franken-
stein (discussed in chapter 5) ends in the monster’s anticipated obliteration
on his own funeral pyre in the wake of his misinterpretation as monstrous,
and the tin soldier’s fable reaches its conclusion in a similar manner. Disabil-
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ity inaugurates narrative, but narrative inevitably punishes its own prurient
interests by overseeing the extermination of the object of its fascination.

In the remainder of this chapter we discuss the ramifications of this nar-
rative recourse to disability as a device of characterization and narrative
“rehabilitation.” Specifically, we analyze the centrality of the disability’s
“deviant” physiognomy to literary strategies of representation, and discuss
disability as that which provides writers with a means of moving between
the micro and macro levels of textual meaning that we phrase the material-
ity of metaphor.

The Physiognomy of Disability

What is the significance of disability as a pervasive category of narrative
interest? Why do the convolutions, distortions, and ruptures that mark the
disabled body’s surface prove seductive to literary representation? What is
the relationship of the external evidence of disability’s perceived deviances
and the core of the disabled subject’s being? The disabled body occupies a

" crossroads in the age-old literary debate about the relationship of form to

content. Whereas the “unmarred” surface enjoys its cultural anonymity and
promises little more than a confirmation of the adage of a “healthy” mind
in a “healthy” body, disability signifies a more variegated and sordid series
of assumptions and experiences. Its unruliness must be tamed by multiple
mappings of the surface. If form leads to content or “embodies” meaning,
then disability’s disruption of acculturated bodily norms also suggests a cor-
responding misalignment of subjectivity itself.

In Volatile Bodies Elizabeth Grosz argues that philosophy has often
reduced the body to a “fundamental continuity with brute, inorganic mat-
ter” (8). Instead of this reductive tendency, Grosz calls for a more complex
engagement with our theorizations of the body: “the body provides a point
of mediation between what is perceived as purely internal and accessible
only to the subject and what is external and publicly observable, a point
from which to rethink the opposition between the inside and the outside”
(20). Approaching the body as a mediating force between the outside world
and internal subjectivity would allow a more thoroughgoing theory of sub-
jectivity’s relationship to materiality. In this way, Grosz argues that the
body should not be understood as a receptacle or package for the contents
of subjectivity, but rather plays an important role in the formation of psy-
chic identity itself.

Disability will play a crucial role in the reformulation of the opposition
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between interior and exterior because physical differences have so often
served as an example of bodily form following function or vice versa. The
mutability of bodies causes them to change over time (both individually and
historically), and yet the disabled body is sedimented within an ongoing nar-
rative of breakdown and abnormality, However, while we situate our argu-
ment in opposition to reading physical disability as a one-to-one correspon-
dence with subjecthood, we do not deny its role as a foundational aspect of
identity. The disabled subject’s navigation of social attitudes toward people
with disabilities, medical pathologies, the management of embodiment
itself, and daily encounters with “perfected” physicalities in the media
demonstrates that the disabled body has a substantial impact upon subjec-
tivity as a whole. The study of disability must understand the impact of the
experience of disability upon subjectivity without simultaneously situating
the internal and external body within a strict mirroring relationship to one
another.

In literature this mediating role of the external body with respect to inter-
nal subjectivity is often represented as a relation of strict correspondence.
Either the “deviant” body deforms subjectivity, or “deviant” subjectivity
violently erupts upon the surface of its bodily container. In either instance
the corporeal body of disability is represented as manifesting its own inter-
nal symptoms. Such an approach places the body in an automatic physiog-
nomic relation to the subjectivity it harbors. As Barbara Maria Stafford has
demonstrated, practices of interpreting the significance of bodily appear-
ances since the eighteenth century have depended upon variations of the
physiognomic method.

Physiognomics was body criticism. As corporeal connoisseurship, it diag-
nosed unseen spiritual qualities by scrutinizing visible traits. Since its adher-
ents claimed privileged powers of detection, it was a somewhat sinister capa-
bility. . .. The master eighteenth-century physiognomist, Lavater, noted that
men formed conjectures “by reasoning from the exterior to the interior.” He
continued: “What is universal nature but physiognomy. Is not everything
surface and contents? Body and soul? External effect and internal faculty?
Invisible principle and visible end?” (84)

For cultures that operated upon models of bodily interpretation prior to the
development of internal imaging techniques, the corporeal surface was
freighted with significance. Physiognomy became a paradigm of access to
the ephemeral and intangible workings of the interior body. Speculative
qualities such as moral integrity, honesty, trustworthiness, criminality, for-
titude, cynicism, sanity, and so forth, suddenly became available for
scrutiny by virtue of the “irregularities” of the body that enveloped them.
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For the physiognomist, the body allowed meaning to be inferred from the
outside in; such a speculative practice resulted in the ability to anticipate
intangible qualities of one’s personhood without having to await the
“proof” of actions or the intimacy of a relationship developed over time. By
“reasoning from the exterior to the interior,” the trained physiognomist
extracted the meaning of the soul without the permission or participation of
the interpreted.

If the “external effect” led directly to a knowledge of the “internal fac-
ulty,” then those who inhabited bodies deemed “outside the norm” proved
most ripe for a scrutiny of their moral or intellectual content. Since disabled
people by definition embodied a form that was identified as “outside” the
normal or permissible, their visages and bodily outlines became the phys-
iognomist’s (and later the pathologist’s) object par excellence. Yet, the “sin-
ister capability” of physiognomy proves more complex than just the exclu-
sivity of interpretive authority that Stafford suggests. If the body would
offer a surface manifestation of internal symptomatology, then disability
and deformity automatically preface an equally irregular subjectivity. Phys-
iognomy proves a deadly practice to a population already existing on the
fringes of social interaction and “humanity.” While the “authorized” phys-
lognomist was officially sanctioned to interpret the symbology of the bodily
surface, the disabled person became every person’s Rorschach test. While
physiognomists discerned the nuances of facial countenances and phrenolo-
gists surveyed protuberances of the skull, the extreme examples offered by
those with physical disabilities and deformities invited the armchair psy-
chology of the literary practitioner to participate in the symbolic manipula-
tion of bodily exteriors.

Novelists, dramatists, philosophers, poets, essayists, painters, and moral-
ists all flocked to the site of a physiognomic circus from the eighteenth cen-
tury on. “Irregular” bodies became a fertile field for symbolists of all stripes.
Disability and deformity retained their fascination for would-be interpreters
because their “despoiled” visages commanded a rationale that narrative
(textual or visual) promised to decipher. Because disability represents that
which goes awry in the normalizing bodily schema, narratives sought to
unravel the riddle of anomaly’s origins. Such a riddle was inherently social
in its making. The physiognomic corollary seemed to provide a way in to the
secrets of identity itself. The chapters that follow demonstrate that the prob-
lem of the representation of disability is not the search for a more “positive”
story of disability, as it has often been formulated in disability studies, but
rather a thoroughgoing challenge to the undergirding authorization to inter-
pret that disability invites. There is a politics at stake in the fact that dis-
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ability inaugurates an explanatory need that the unmarked body eludes by
virtue of its physical anonymity. To participate in an ideological system of
bodily norms that promotes some kinds of bodies while devaluing others is
to ignore the malleability of bodies and their definitively mutant natures.
Stafford’s argument notwithstanding, the body’s manipulation by phys-
iognomic practices did not develop as an exclusively eighteenth-century
phenomenon. Our own research demonstrates that while physiognomics
came to be consolidated as a scientific ideology in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, people with disabilities and deformities have always been

subject to varieties of this interpretive practice. Elizabeth Cornelia Evans

argues that physiognomic beliefs can be traced back as far as ancient
Greece. She cites Aristotle as promoting physiognomic reasoning when he
proclaims, “It is possible to infer character from physique, if it is granted
that body and soul change together in all natural affections . . . For if a pecu-
liar affection applies to any individual class, e.g., courage to lions, there
must be some corresponding sign for it; for it has been assumed that body
and soul are affected together” (7). In fact, one might argue that physiog-
nomics came to be consolidated out of a general historical practice applied
to the bodies of disabled peoples. If the extreme evidence of marked physi-
cal differences provided a catalog of reliable signs, then perhaps more
minute bodily differentiations could also be cataloged and interpreted. In
this sense, people with disabilities ironically served as the historical locus for
the invention of physiognomy.

As we pointed out earlier, the oldest surviving tablets found along the
Tigris River in Mesopotamia and dated from 3000 to 2000 B.C. deployed a
physiognomic method to prognosticate from deformed fetuses and irregular
animal livers. The evidence of bodily anomalies allowed royalty and high
priests to forecast harvest cycles, geographic conditions, the outcomes of
impending wars, and the future of city-states. The symbolic prediction of
larger cultural conditions from physical differences suggests one of the pri-
mary differences between the -ancient and modern periods: physical anom-
alies metamorphosed from a symbolic interpretation of worldly meanings to
a primarily individualized locus of information. The movement of disability
from a macro to a micro level of prediction underscores our point that dis-
ability has served as a foundational category of cultural interpretation. The
long-standing practice of physiognomic readings demonstrates that disabil-
ity and deformity serve as the impetus to analyze an otherwise obscured
meaning or pattern at the individual level. In either case the overdetermined
symbolism ascribed to disabled bodies obscured the more complex and
banal reality of those who inhabited them.
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The readings to come demonstrate that while on a historical level the
meaning of disability shifted from a supernatural and cultural to an individ-
ual and medical symbology, literary narratives persisted in integrating both
interpretive possibilities into their story lines. The final section of this chap-
ter analyzes this dual appeal of disability to literary metaphorics. Here we
want to end by pointing out that the knee-jerk impulse to interpretation that
disability has historically instigated hyperbolically determines its symbolic
utility. This subsequent overdetermination of disability’s meanings turns
disabled populations into the vehicle of an insatiable cultural fascination.
Literature has dipped into the well of disability’s meaning-laden depths
throughout the development of the print record. In doing so, literary narra-

 tives bolstered the cultural desire to pursue disability’s bottomless interpre-

tive possibilities. The inexhaustibility of this pursuit has led to the reification
of disabled people as fathomless mysteries who simultaneously provoke and
elude cultural capture.

The Materiality of Metaphor

Like Oedipus (another renowned disabled fictional creation), cultures thrive
upon solving the riddle of disability’s rhyme and reason. When the limping
Greek protagonist overcomes the Sphinx by answering “man who walks
with a cane” as the concluding answer to her three-part query, we must
assume that his own disability served as an experiential source for this
insight. The master riddle solver in effect trumps the Sphinx’s feminine oth-
erness with knowledge gleaned from his own experience of inhabiting an
alien body. In doing so, Oedipus taps into the cultural reservoir of disabil-
ity’s myriad symbolic associations as an interpretive source for his own rid-
dle-solving methodology. Whereas disability usually provides the riddle in
need of a narrative solution, in this instance the experience of disability
momentarily serves as the source of Oedipus’s interpretive mastery. Yet,
Sophocles’ willingness to represent disability as a mode of experience-based
knowledge proves a rare literary occasion and a fleeting moment in the
play’s dramatic structure.

While Oedipus solves the Sphinx’s riddle in the wake of his own physical
experience as a lame interpreter and an interpreter of lameness, his disabil-
ity remains inconsequential to the myth’s plot. Oedipus’s disability—the
result of Laius’s pinning of his infant son’s ankles as he sends him off to die
of exposure—*“marks” his character as distinctive and worthy of the excep-
tional tale. Beyond this physical fact, Sophocles neglects to explore the rela-
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tionship of the body’s mediating function with respect to Oedipus’s kingly
subjectivity. Either his “crippling” results in an insignificant physical differ-
ence, or the detailing of his difference can be understood to embody a
vaguely remembered history of childhood violence enacted against him by
his father. The disability remains a physical fact of his character that the text
literally overlooks once this difference is established as a remnant of his
repressed childhood. Perhaps those who share the stage with Oedipus either
have learned to look away from his disability or have imbibed the injunction
of polite society to refuse commentary upon the existence of the protago-
nist’s physical difference.

However, without the pinning of Oedipus’s ankles and his resulting
lameness two important aspects of the plot would be compromised. First,
Oedipus might have faltered at the riddle of the Sphinx like others before
him and fallen prey to the voracious appetite of the she-beast; second,
Sophocles’ protagonist would lose the physical sign that literally connects
him to an otherwise inscrutable past. In this sense, Oedipus’s physical dif-
ference secures key components of the plot that allow the riddle of his iden-
tity to be unraveled. At the same time, his disability serves as the source of
little substantive commentary in the course of the drama itself. Oedipus as a
“lame interpreter”. establishes the literal source of his ability to solve the
baffling riddle and allows the dramatist to metaphorize humanity’s incapac-
ity to fathom the dictums of the gods. This movement exemplifies the litex-
ary oscillation between micro and macro levels of metaphorical meaning
supplied by disability. Sophocles later moves to Oedipus’s self-blinding as a
turther example of how the physical body provides a corporeal correlative
to the ability of dramatic myth to bridge personal and public symbology.

What is of interest for us in this ancient text is the way in which one can
read its representational strategy as a paradigm for literary approaches to
disability. The ability of disabled characters to allow authors the metaphor-
ical “play” between macro and micro registers of meaning-making estab-
lishes the role of the body in literature as a liminal point in the representa-
tional process. In his study of editorial cartoonings and caricatures of the
body leading up to the French Revolution, Antoine de Baecque argues that
the corporeal metaphor provided a means of giving the abstractions of polit-
ical ideals an “embodied” power. To “know oneself” and provide a visual
correlative to a political commentary, French cartoonists and essayists
deployed the body as a metaphor because the body “succeeds in connecting
narrative and knowledge, meaning and knowing” most viscerally (5). This
form of textual embodiment concretizes an otherwise ephemeral concept
within a corporeal essence. To give an abstraction a body allows the idea to
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simulate a foothold in the material world that it would otherwise fail to pro-
cure.

Whereas an ideal such as democracy imparts a weak and abstracted
notion of governmental and economic reform, for example, the embodied
caricature of a hunchbacked monarch overshadowed by a physically supe-
rior democratic citizen proved more powerful than any ideological argu-
ment. Instead of political harangue, the body offers an illusion of fixity to a
textual effect:

[Body] metaphors were able simultaneously to describe the event and to
make the description attain the level of the imaginary. The deployment of
these bodily topoi—the degeneracy of the nobility, the impotence of the king,
the herculean strength of the citizenry, the goddesses of politics appearing
naked like Truth, the congenital deformity of the aristocrats, the bleeding
wound of the martyrs—allowed political society to represent itself at a piv-
otal moment of its history. . . . One must pass through the [bodily] forms of
a narrative in order to reach knowledge. (4-5)

Such a process of giving body to belief exemplifies the corporeal seduction
of the body to textual mediums. The desire to access the seeming solidity of
the body’s materiality offers representational literatures a way of grasping
that which is most unavailable to them. For de Baecque, representing a body
in its specificity as the bearer of an otherwise intangible concept grounds the
reality of an ideological meaning. The passage through a bodily form helps
secure a knowledge that would otherwise drift away of its own insubstan-
tiality. The corporeal metaphor offers narrative the one thing it cannot pos-
sess—an anchor in materiality. Such a process embodies the materiality of
metaphor; and literature is the writing that aims to concretize theory
through its ability to provide an embodied account of physical, sensory life.

While de Baecque’s theory of the material metaphor argues that the
attempt to harness the body to a specific ideological program provides the
text with an illusory opportunity to embody Truth, he overlooks the fact
that the same process embeds the body within a limiting array of symbolic
meanings: crippling conditions equate with monarchical immobility, corpu-
lence evidences tyrannical greed, deformity represents malevolent motiva-
tion, and so on. Delineating his corporeal catalog, the historian bestows
upon the body an elusive, general character while depending for his readings
almost exclusively upon the potent symbolism of disabled bodies in partic-
ular. Visible degeneracy, impotency, congenital deformity, festering ulcera-
tions, and bleeding wounds in the passage previously quoted provide the
contrastive bodily coordinates to the muscular, aesthetic, and symmetrical
bodies of the healthy citizenry. One cannot narrate the story of a healthy
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body or national reform movement without the contrastive device of dis-
ability to bear out the symbolic potency of the message. The materiality of
metaphor via disabled bodies gives all bodies a tangible essence in that the
“healthy™ corporeal surface fails to achieve its symbolic effect without its
disabled counterpart.

As George Canguilhem has pointed out, the body only calls attention to
itself in the midst of its breakdown or disrepair (209). The representation of
the process of breakdown or incapacity is fraught with political and ideo-
logical significance. To make the body speak essential truths, one must give
a language to it. Elaine Scarry argues that “there is ordinarily no language
for [the body in] pain” (13). However, we would argue that the body itself
has no language, since language is something foreign to its nonlinguistic
materiality. It must be spoken for if its meanings are to prove narratable.
The narration of the disabled body allows a textual body to mean through
its long-standing historical representation as an overdetermined symbolic
surface; the disabled body also offers narrative the illusion of grounding
abstract knowledge within a bodily materiality. If the body is the Other of
text, then textual representation seeks access to that which it is least able to
grasp. If the nondysfunctional body proves too uninteresting to narrate, the
disabled body becomes a paramount device of characterization. Narrative
prosthesis, or the dependency upon the disabled body, proves essential to
{even the essence of) the stories analyzed in the chapters to come.

Chapter 3

Montaigne's “Infinities of Formes”

and Nietzsche's “Higher Men"

As was suggested by the previous chapter, the history of disabled people
inevitably involves a contemplation of a variety of mechanisms for enforc-
ing their social segregation and even their extermination. The ancient Athe-
nians assessed the physical and financial status of “infirm paupers” in order
to determine those who qualified to receive “two obols a day from the state
for their support” and a “treasurer . . . appointed by lot to attend to them”
(Aristotle 92). The Romans established a council to determine which new-
borns, according to the heartiness of their cry and their apparent physical
integrity, would survive and which were to suffer exposure to the elements.!
The Old Testament preached the eradication of the lame and blind and the
ouster of the blemished and unsightly from temples of worship,? while the

" New Testament defined the morality of a new religious ethos based largely

upon the cure of cripples and their subsequent admission to the realm of the
sacred.>?

In the classical period, cripples served as the sign and symptom of a social
disorder writ large—a symbolic function that continues across all historical
epochs. During the late Middle Ages the “crooked and deformed” were
sometimes consigned to the fate of a draught of hemlock because of their
association with earthly malignancy and witchcraft.* The eighteenth cen-
tury played host to the practice of physiognomy as an outgrowth of the
Enlightenment’s unfaltering faith in visible aberrancy and irregularity as
indicative of moral nature.’ And the Victorian era gave rise to the study of
medical pathology and the use of statistical norms that began the process of
sorting physical anomalies into taxonomic catalogs of deviancy.® Numerous
societies have sought to ensure the vitality and genetic purity of the races by
espousing genocidal solutions based upon an ethics of eugenics and
euthanasia against those designated as crippled and infirm.” In our own era,
a multivarious medical catalog is invoked to provide evidence of something
gone awry in the master blueprint of biology.? The arbitrary social grouping
of cripples collects and segregates disparate physicalities as a means of man-
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5. There are several studies of cripples that resemble the drawings on the cover
of Narrative Prosthesis. Many art historians have argued over their authorship by
attributing them to Brueghel or Bosch. We have decided to side with those who
attribute them to Brueghel because the studies appear more mimetic than allegori-
cal. Unlike Bosch’s paintings, which have a decidedly more fantastical effect,
Brueghel’s works use his direct observation of cripples as the basis for his political
satires. While Bosch sought to create figures that suggest an other-worldly quality,
Brueghel delineated his cripples as studies drawn from life that secondarily serve a
political commentary.

6. We make a more extended argument about the perfected bodily aesthetic of
classicism in our essay, Snyder and Mitchell, “Infinities of Forms.” As part of that
analysis we also argue that Raphael’s last painting, The Transfiguration, uses the
disabled body of the demoniac to deviate from the increasingly static conventions of
physical symmetry.

7. In his groundbreaking essay, “Screening Stereotypes,” Paul Longmore makes
a similar point about television’s need to alleviate an audience’s sense of concern for
people with disabilities by miraculously curing their deviances by the end of the pro-
duction. In accomplishing this ruse of special effects, media participates in the elim-
ination of disability through an evasion of its social meanings.

Chapter 1

1. The earliest interpretations of disability in literature involved sociological
research that tended to use films and stories as briefly exemplary of contemporary
concerns with cultural attitudes. The sociological approach to literature provided
some of the earliest categories of disability types such as: the supercrip, tragic inno-
cence, beggarly imposters, and limping villains. The paradigm tended to reduce lit-
erary and filmic texts to the purely exemplary by rendering representation as merely
indicative of public response.

2. We discuss this important distinction between disability and other areas of
minority studies in literature in our introduction to The Body and Physical Differ-
ence. See particularly our comments on pages 4-9.

3. We use the phrase “social realism” in this chapter to identify a group of criti-
cal arguments that demonstrated the measurable gap that existed between the reality
of contemporary lives lived with disabilities and the images of those lives in film and
literature. We borrow the term from Marxist criticism that forwards artistic efforts as
valuable in so far as they attempt to correct the historical record by representing the
lives and material conditions of the “real” working classes. While the phrase has been
used somewhat pejoratively in some critical circles, we mean to employ it here as
descriptive of an influential approach to disability studies in the humanites,

4. As aresult, disability literary critics can scan Medical Humanities: Literature,
Arts, and Medicine database <http://www.medwebplus.com/obj/652> for books
that feature issues of importance for disability scholarship. An example of this ten-
dency includes rebuke of the film version of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest as an
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“anti-psychiatric” film. Developing on a parallel arc to the negative-image school,
the medical diagnostic school of criticism sought to accomplish corrective surgery
upon misbegotten disabled characters. In chapter 4 we discuss the comments of
Donald S. Miller and Ethel H. Davis, who published essays in medica} journals dug-

‘ing the late 1960s and early 1970s that located fictional literary characters with

orthopedic disabilities. Their approach assumes that the less advanced medical
knowledge of previous cultures is evident in the naive arguments put forward by
amateur authors. Rather than analyze disability portrayals, Miller and Davis offer
up diagnostic advice about possible corrective techniques that might be performed
upon these literary disabilities today.

Chapter 2

1. Many critics have designated a distinctive space for “the literary” by identi-
fying those works whose meaning is inherently elastic and multiple. Maurice Blan-
chot identifies literary narrative as that which refuses closure and readerly mastery—
“to write [literature] is to surrender to the interminable” (27). In his study of
Balzac’s Sarrasine, Roland Barthes characterizes the “plural text” as that which is
allied with a literary value whose “networks are many and interact, without any one v
of them being able to surpass the rest; the text is a galaxy of signifiers, not a struc-
ture of signifieds; it has no beginning; it is reversible; we gain access to it by several
entrances, none of which can be authoritatively declared to be the main one” (5).
Ross Chambers’s analysis of oppositionality argues that literature strategically
deploys the “play” or “leeway” in discursive systems as a means of disturbing the
restrictive prescriptions of authoritative regimes (iv). As our study develops, we
demonstrate that the strategic “open-endedness” of literary narrative is paralleled by
the multiplicity of meanings bequeathed to people with disabilities in history. In
doing so, we argue not only that the open-endedness of literature challenges sedi-
mented historical truths, but that disability has been one of the primary weapons in
literature’s disruptive agenda.

2. In his important study Enforcing Normalcy, Lennard Davis theorizes the
“normal” body as an ideological construct that tyrannizes over those bodies that fail
to conform. Accordingly, while all bodies feel insubstantial when compared to our
abstract ideals of the body, disabled people experience a form of subjugation or
oppression as a result of this phenomenon. Within such a system, we will argue in
tandem with Davis that disability provides the contrastive term against which the
concepts of health, beauty, and ability are determined: “Just as the conceptualization
of race, class, and gender shapes the lives of those who are not black, poor, or
female, so the concept of disability regulates the bodies of those who are ‘normal.’ In
fact, the very concept of normalcy by which most people (by definition) shape their
existence is in fact tied inexorably to the concept of disability, or rather, the concept
of disability is a function of a concept of normalcy. Normalcy and disability are part

of the same system” (2).
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ology extracts the notion of the “hard kernel” of ideology. For Zizek, it represents
the underlying core of belief that refuses to be deconstructed away by even the most
radical operations of political critique. More than merely a rational component of
ideological identification, the “hard kernel” represents the izrationality behind belief

that secures the interpellated subject’s “illogical” participation in a linguistically per- -

meable system.

4. There is an equivalent problem to the representation of disability in literary
narratives within our own critical rubrics of the body. The disabled body continues
to fall outside of critical categories that identify bodies as the product of cultural
constructions. While challenging a generic notion of white, male body as ideological
proves desirable in our own moment within the realms of race, gender, sexuality,
and class, there has been a more pernicious history of literary and critical approaches
to the disabled body. In our introduction to The Body and Physical Difference, we
argue that minority discourses in the humanities tend to deploy the evidence of “cor-
poreal aberrancy” as a means of identifying the invention of an ideologically
encoded body: “While physical aberrancy is often recognized as constructed and his-
torically variable it is rarely remarked upon as its own legitimized or politically
fraught identity” (5).

5. For Naomi Schor the phrase “bad objects” implies a discursive object that
has been ruled out of bounds by the prevailing academic politics of the day, or one
that represents a “critical perversion” (xv). Our use of the phrase implies both of
these definitions in relation to disability. The literary object of disability has been
almost entirely neglected by literary criticism in general until the past few years,
when disability studies in the humanities have developed; and “disability” as a topic
of investigation still strikes many as a “perverse” interest for academic contempla-
tion. To these two definitions we would also add that the labeling of disability as a
“bad object” nonetheless overlooks the fact that disabilities fill the pages of literary
interest. The reasons for this overabundance of images of disability in literature is
the subject of this book.

6. The title of Thomson’s Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Disability in Awmeri-
can Culture and Literature forwards the term extraordinary in order to play off of
its multiple nuances. It can suggest the powerful sentimentality of overcoming nar-
ratives so often attached ro stories about disabled people. It can also suggest those
whose bodies are the products of overdetermined social meanings that exaggerate
physical differences or perform them as a way of enhancing their exoticness. In addi-
tion, we share with Thomson the belief that disabled bodies prove extraordinary in
the ways in which they expose the variety and mutable nature of physicality itself.

Chapter 3

L. Robert Garland cites Dionysios on the establishment of an official Roman
council that determined which children were too weak or deformed to live, Rather
than dictate the murder of these children, Garland argues, the council “merely
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released parents from the otherwise binding obligation to raise them” (16). Garland
goes on to point out that in the middle of the fifth century B.C., the less severe
“release” of parents from responsibility turned into the mandated drowning of
“weak and monstrous” children by the paterfamilias (17).

2, During the narration of the capture of Jerusalem in II Samuel 5:6-10, King
David is reported to have directed his soldiers to smite all Jebusites and the lame and
the blind with a fatal blow to the windpipe. Old Testament scholars have puzzled
over the appropriate way of contextualizing the follow-up statement that “David
hates the lame and the blind.” Some have argued that the segment’s meaning sug-
gests that the blind and lame incited the Jebusites to war against David’s troops; oth-
ers have argued that the phrase suggests the superstition that if one comes in contact
with the blind and lame, one will become blind and lame oneself (McCarter 137,
138); still others have interpreted the passage to mean that killing is preferable to
maiming the opposing army, “for otherwise the city will be filled with mutilated men
whom we have wounded but not slain, and I find such men intolerable” (McCarter
140). Nevertheless, each of these interpretations attempts to extricate King David
from seeming to hold uncharitable sentiments toward cripples.

The removal of the “physically unsightly” is central in Leviticus, where those
with physical blemishes are denied access to the temple and priests with deformities
are barred from practicing sacred rites at the altar. Issuing from a series of injunc-
tions against preparing animals with blemishes or open wounds for eating, the
deformed and crippled are associated with contagions and malignant spirits that are
visited upon sinners by a disapproving God.

3. In contradistinction to the advocacy of murder and ostracization of cripples
in the Old Testament, the New Testament sets up its alternative value of acceptance
and tolerance by curing cripples. Rather than barring the deformed or incapacitated
from religious practice, Jesus Christ heals the infirm, deformed, and possessed and
opens up the temples to them. Nonetheless, the cure of cripples still predicates their
inclusion upon the erasure of their physical differences prior to their admittance to
the new religious order. Examples of this story abound: Matthew 4:23, 8:7-16,
9:35,10:1-8, 11:5, 12:10-22, 15:30-31, 21:14; Luke 5:15-17, 6:7-19, 7:22, 22:51;
Apostles 4:14, 8:8; John 12:40.

4. In the essay “Of Cripples,” discussed later in this chapter, Montaigne
explains that a deformed body was often used as the revelation of one’s criminality
and guilt in the late Middle Ages. Since the punishment for offenses such as witch-
craft—an accusation that was often solidified with the evidence of physical scars,
deformities, and differences—was death by a draught of hemlock, Montaigne
argued that external appearances proved too superficial a method for determining
such a drastic sentence. He claims that those who would believe they can reasonably
condemn others to death must, by definition, overvalue the purity and virtue of their
own lives.

5. Barbara Maria Stafford argues that the Enlightenment’s emphasis upon the
symbolic nature of the visible surface compensated for a lack of access to the body’s
interior. She cites Lavater as the “master physiognomist” whose premise was that



