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THE TROPE OF BLINDNESS HAS PERSISTED SINCE ANTIQUITY IN FIGURES LIKE OEDIPUS, TIRESIAS,

AND THE HYPOTHETICAL BLIND MAN. FUTHERMORE, COLLOQUIAL USES OF BLINDNESS SHORE UP

PROBLEMATIC AND REDUCTIVE NARRATIVES AND EXPECTATIONS ABOUT BLIND INDIVIDUALS.

REPRESENTING THE DISABLED MAN THUS POSES A DISTINCT CHALLENGE AS IT WORKS AGAINST

HEGEMONIC NOTIONS OF MASCULINITY AND ABILITY. DISABILITY—AS IT IS REDUCTIVELY

ASSOCIATED WITH DEPENDENCY, INFIRMITY, AND WEAKNESS—CONTRADICTS THE STRENGTH,

AUTONOMY, AND BODILY INTEGRITY OF STEREOTYPICAL MASCULINITY. THROUGH CLOSE READINGS

OF THE POETRY AND MEMOIR OF STEPHEN KUUSISTO, A PARTIALLY BLIND AMERICAN POET, THE

AUTHOR IDENTIFIES THE DOUBLE GESTURE OF DEFAMILIARIZATION AND REFAMILIARIZATION IN

KUUSISTO'S REPRESENTATIONS OF BLINDNESS AND MASCULINITY. KUUSISTO CARVES OUT A SPACE

FOR THE BLIND MAN IN EVERYDAY LIFE BY DEPLOYING, REWORKING, AND REJECTING THE

PROBLEMATIC CONSTRUCTIONS OF BLINDNESS AND MASCULINITY.



“At times the blind see light,
And that moment is the Sistine ceiling ...”

—Stephen Kuusisto, “Only Bread, Only Light”

Disability theorist Tom Shakespeare observes that the dis-
abled man “is largely absent as the subject of research.”
Shakespeare is careful to cite the social model of disability
to convey precisely where disability inheres: not in the
body itself, but in the culture in which the body is located.
What this allows then is an alliance with other critical dis-
courses, such as the similar goals and methods of femi-
nism and disability rights. If interrogating how the body is
represented is crucial to critical feminist theory, the two
discourses converge precisely at the body. What most con-
cerns Shakespeare is the absence of narratives concerning
men with disabilities and the ways in which differences in
disability—between men and women, most specifically—
are elided. In ableist and patriarchal cultures, disability
and masculinity are opposites; if stereotypical disability
suggests infirmity or weakness, stereotypical masculinity
connotes “strength, potency, and physical activity.”* Dis-
abled masculinity, as a seemingly contradictory and inco-
herent subject position, resists expected or stereotypical
narration and representation precisely because it unsettles
the body and the language in which it is figured.

The blind man, however, has been a cultural mainstay for
millennia, from the dramas and mythologies of ancient
Greece to the films and novels of the contemporary United
States. What is most troubling is that the blind man is still

TIRESIAS, A GREEK MYTHOLOGICAL PROPHET, IS TURNED
INTO A WOMAN AFTER STRIKING SNAKES. (COURTESY OF
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS)

largely “in Oedipus’ shadow.” Representations of blind-
ness, reiterated over time, all carry the traces of the infa-
mous blind figures of antiquity: Oedipus and Tiresias.*
This inability to break with the past has constrained, to an
extent, the contemporary blind man. For Sigmund Freud,
the tragedy of Oedipus has “left ineradicable traces in the
history of humanity” precisely because he exemplifies the
universality of his desires, crimes, and guilt of Oedipus.°
Blindness is the punishment Oedipus inflicts upon him-
self for his wretched deeds, charging blindness with enor-
mous moral significance. Although the connection be-
tween blindness and sin may predate the legend, the
representation of Oedipus renders “the sin distressingly
and memorably specific.”” This single blind figure’s ten-
dency to haunt the blind, man and woman alike, is evi-
dence of the persistence and prominence of Greek drama.
Where in Ancient Greece, performance and recitation of
Oedipus converged “religion, morals, society, and art” in
the narrative of Oedipus, its retelling and appropriation
throughout history has fixed Oedipus as a prominent cul-
tural figure of blindness.?

The other “renowned story about blindness” arises from
Greek tragedy, too, in the figure of Tiresias.® The body of
Tiresias is transgressive: he has been both man and wom-
an. What further mars his body is the blindness with
which Hera punishes him. Here Oedipus and Tiresias
align in the association of blindness and punishment.
What elides this physical blindness, however, is his mysti-
cal foresight. Zeus bestows upon Tiresias the “power of
prophecy,” and any perceived lack is diminished by “the
magic of his gift”.” If one regards Tiresias in the shadow
of Oedipus, what is most remarkable is the “ecstasy, grace,
astonishment, instinct, hallucination, the soul” with which
blindness is identified.” Moreover, throughout the history
of philosophy, another visually impaired figure emerges:
“the Hypothetical Blind Man.”” Although philosophers
ventriloquize their “Hypothetical Blind Men,” narrating
their non-visual worlds and the wisdom to which they have
access, the philosophers often deploy them only to empha-
size “the importance of sight and to elicit a frisson of awe
and pity.”® The Hypothetical Blind Man’s own body is de-
ployed against itself; his body is always subordinated to the
abled man.

Two opposed connotations of blindness emerge then from
history: blindness as punishment and blindness as bless-
ing. Oedipus and Tiresias are perhaps the first—and thus
the most recognizable—characters with blindness in the
Western tradition. What the recurring deployment of vi-
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“Disability life-writing is able to re-create language
precisely because its subject ... uses ordinary
language to challenge conventions, stereotypes, and
misrepresentations of disability.”

sual impairment in various discourses—literary, cultural,
social—facilitates is the making of blindness into meta-
phor, allegory, or narrative device. In fact, the literary and
cultural narratives in which blind characters figure promi-
nently often depend on visual impairment as “narrative
prosthesis.” Disability becomes narrative prosthesis pre-
cisely when it is figured as “a destabilizing sign of cultural
prescriptions about the body and a deterministic vehicle
for the characterization for characters constructed as dis-
abled.”s Characters marked as “disabled” become the very
impetus for the narratives themselves; in this way, the dis-
abled bodies of Oedipus and Tiresias become “key compo-

TIRESIAS APPEARING TO THE HERO ULYSSES (COURTESY
OF WIKIMEDIA COMMONS)

nents of the plot” of their myths as they are positioned in
contrast to the nondisabled characters.”® Both Oedipus and
Tiresias “[oscillate] between micro and macro levels of
metaphorical meaning supplied by disability;” their bodies
are simultaneously private and public, fraught with per-
sonal and sociocultural significance.” What is so problem-
atic about these narratives is the use of blindness chiefly as
a plot device, rather than an instance of bodily difference
or individual, lived experience.

Strangely, it is this movement between registers of mean-
ing that restricts the blind man in literature and culture.
His visual impairment is repeatedly deployed time and
again for social and moral purposes; his blindness is alle-
gorized as either punishment or blessing. The blind man’s
body both spoken for and written for is constrained within
“a limited array of symbolic meanings.”® Although blind-
ness mars the man as deviant, narrative prosthesis renders
his body docile through its compliance to and reiteration
of stereotypes of disability. Representing blindness recalls
the characters of the blind men of the Western cultural tra-
dition and the contradictory and reductive characteriza-
tions and connotations of blindness throughout history.
The blind man’s story is perceived as always already writ-
ten or vocalized; on his body the cultural narrative of blind-
ness is always already inscribed.”

To move from the shadows of Oedipus, Tiresias, and the
Hypothetical Blind Men, the blind man must represent
himself. In order for bodily impairment to be recognized
not as deviance, but as difference, it is crucial for self-rep-
resentation to address the “everyday phenomenon” of lived
disability.>> Writing with blindness and about blindness,
while both employing and transgressing conventions of
disability, will propose “blindness as something besides
the absence of sight.”** Self-representation of disability is
both a response to and a reaction against “the traditional
misrepresentation of disability in Western culture.”?* Dis-
ability—in this case, blindness—typically irrupts into the
narrative as a mark of otherness, of deviance. To alleviate
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the anxiety of otherness and deviance, both the narrative
and the reader prompt the blind man to explain away his
blindness. These narratives anticipate the blind man’s
“[conformity] to, and thus [confirmation of], a cultural
script” of blindness.” This implicit subordination of the
disabled body to the abled body is precisely what disability
life-writing contests.

Language is precisely what enables the progressive and
positive possibilities of disability life-writing. This claim,
in part, is predicated upon the iterability of signs posited
by Jacques Derrida: each sign, he asserts, is repeatable,
“communicable, transmittable, decipherable.”*# Insofar as
each sign is invested with meaning by its writer, its speak-
er, the sign carries with it “a force that breaks with its con-
text.” Each sign is not restricted to a single, conventional
meaning; there is, instead, a limitless possibility for mean-
ing in each sign. In disability life-writing, then, that prog-
ress is only possible through the transgression of expected
meaning. The disabled body is able to sign against the
ableist culture and the hegemony of the abled; in this way,
the body’s transgressive potential can be realized. Disabil-
ity life-writing is able to re-create language precisely be-
cause its subject—the disabled body and its experience—
uses ordinary language to challenge conventions,
stereotypes, and misrepresentations of disability.

ANTIGONE
(COURTESY OF WIKIMEDIA COMMONS)

LEADING HER BLIND FATHER OEDIPUS

In disability culture, poetry holds the greatest potential for
realizing the “infinite possibilities embedded within ordi-
nary language.”*® While “ordinary language” follows a cer-
tain grammar and utilizes expected denotations and con-
notations, poetic language departs from these conventions.

Poets break open syntax and grammar to generate new
meanings; the movement of poetry follows an associative
rather than a grammatical logic. “Ordinary language”
makes meaning in time, in the sequential order of the
words, whereas poetry relies on spatial, associative links
between the words and images of the poem. In a sense,
poetry “breaks the inertia of language-habits.””” When the
subject of poetry is disability, the content of the poem
breaks convention as much as the form itself. The poetics
of disability, it seems, would emphasize the transgressive
and generative possibilities of language and the body.
While ableist societies typically isolate people with disabili-
ties through cultural practices, traditions, and institutions,
the reclamation of “ordinary language” by disability cul-
ture poetry relocates people with disabilities “in the nor-
mal ... in the everyday.”?®

Thus, what is crucial to the poetry of disability culture is
this re-presentation and representation of the disabled
subject, such as the aforementioned blind man, who has
inhabited literary and cultural narratives now for millen-
nia. To bring himself into the light from the shadow of
Oedipus, he must represent himself. In an ableist society,
the disabled male is an entirely incoherent subject posi-
tion. Hegemonic standards of masculinity—among them,
“initiative, competitiveness, self-control, assertiveness,
and independence”—invalidate disabled masculinity, rele-
gating the disabled male to a powerless position.?® For the
patriarchal and ableist traditions and institutions to strip
power from the body and the voice of the disabled male,
his body’s signs of deviancy must be erased. What always
remains, however, are the marks of difference and impair-
ment in which the power of the disabled subject position
resides. The disabled body never ceases to sign against the
ableist culture that subdues it.

In this sense, the poetry of the blind man has the potential
to reshape reductive and widespread standards of
masculinity and to create space for the disabled male in
the live world. For Stephen Kuusisto, a partially blind poet
himself, to write is to eclipse a tradition of shadows.
Kuusisto was born in March 1955 with “retinopathy of
prematurity,” and has been considered “legally blind”
since childhood.3® Moving from the myth-worlds of
Oedipus and Tiresias, from the powerless place of the
disabled man, Kuusisto positions himself “in the normal

in the everyday.” Understanding disability as a
“generative experience” in the production of poetry
recognizes language’s enormous power to “[rewrite]
conventional standards of poetic beauty, form, and value.”s
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“For Stephen Kuusisto, a partially blind poet himself, to
write is to eclipse a tradition of shadows.”

Crucial to understanding disability as an aesthetic or
literary practice is acknowledging its political potential. If
aesthetics is concerned with “[tracking] the sensations that
some bodies feel in the presence of other bodies,” the
aesthetics of disability culture poetry can, in fact, produce
change in the corporeal world.» Kuusisto’s memoir and
poetry collections figure blindness as an everyday
experience, rather than an extraordinary, mythical
experience. Here, Kuusisto begins to move himself from
the shadow of Oedipus.

To produce its aesthetic effects, poetry dislocates language
from its expected meaning. Disability culture poetry, how-
ever, is charged with the additional task of dissolving the
entrenched cultural representations of disability that limit
and reduce the true representation of disability. To create
his world with words, Kuusisto must first depart from a
culture and a language that disavow blindness. Kuusisto
accomplishes this in the first line of his memoir, Planet of
the Blind: “Blindness is often perceived by the sighted as an
either/or condition: one sees or one does not.”** What fol-
lows his explanation of his vision as “[staring] at the world
through smeared and broken windowpanes,” is a mythic
description of his impaired eyesight. In the colors and
shapes of his visual field, he sees “sails of Tristan’s ship,”
“the great dead Greek’s in Homer’s descriptions of the un-
derworld.”® Although this description positions him
squarely in the mythic world of Oedipus and Tiresias, his
introduction does not suggest the opposite connotations of
these blind Greek men. He is neither sinner nor seer; rath-
er, he seems entirely ordinary. Although the mythic past,
populated with the traditional and hypothetical blind men,
colors his vision, it does not dominate it. In fact, Kuusisto’s
vision seems to meld the legendary with the ordinary: for
example, who he perceives as one of “the great dead Greek
... crossing Charon’s river” is only “a middle-aged man in a
London Fog raincoat.”?’

This oscillation between the mythic or traditional past and
the everyday present is emblematic of Kuusisto’s memoir
and corpus of poetry. In fact, the first group of poems,
“Blind Days in Early Youth,” in his collection Only Bread,
Only Light is reminiscent of the first page of his memoir.
This first group, which speaks to his early fascination with

vision and blindness, is divided into three separate poems:
“No Name for It,” “Terra Incognita,” and “Awake All
Night.”® Where in Planet of the Blind, Kuusisto conjures
up the myths of ancient Greece, in the first collection of
Only Bread, Only Light, he invokes the Scandinavian cul-
ture in which he was raised.

Although Kuusisto was born in Exeter, New Hampshire,
his family moved to Finland for his father’s job.* In his
earliest memories looms the imposing figure of “a severe
old woman who speaks to [his] father in Finland’s brand of
Swedish.”#° She reappears in the first poem of the subsec-
tion, “No Name for It,” as “the Swedish matron” who
chides the speaker, the young Kuusisto.# The poem’s title
immediately calls attention to language’s limitations: there
is “no name” for an unidentified “it.” In a childlike man-
ner, the young Kuusisto rattles off a few words—
“something Swedish:” “rus-blind,” “blinda-flicken,”
“blind-pipa,” “barna-blind.”+* Although he demonstrates a
certain level of mastery of language by translating each of
these idioms, there is something tentative and uncomfort-
able in his tone. The way in which these phrases are made
by affixing “blind” unsettles Kuusisto precisely because
the idioms have negative connotations—*“blind drunk”
and “nonentity,” for instance.”

What most troubles Kuusisto, however, is the “piety and
reproof” of the Swedish matron’s words: “En blind héna
hittar ocksa ett korn.”# The translation of this line— “The
fool's arrow sometimes hits the mark”—arrives only after
a line break.#s The translation for the other idioms imme-
diately follows the Swedish phrase, but the translation of
the matron’s derisive remark occurs in an entirely differ-
ent couplet. This break conveys the dissonance of the
speaker, trying to make sense of his own blindness and
these blind-idioms. Her words reverberate in his mind,
but her other call—“barna-blind; ‘blind child’” —*“[echoes]
on the stairs.”+® While the translations are univocal and
direct at the beginning of “No Name for It,” the transla-
tions are opened to different interpretations. In fact, Kuu-
sisto reiterates “barna-blind” only to alter his original
translation as “blind from birth.”#

At the poem’s conclusion, Kuusisto retranslates the Swed-
ish matron’s words: “En blind hona hittar... / The blind
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child’s arrow...”#® Finally he takes control—albeit tentative-
ly—of language; “blind” comes to signify not “fool,” but
only “blind” itself. Although this translation seems tauto-
logical, it gives Kuusisto incredible power to rend blind-
ness from its idiomatic usages. He makes sense of blind-
ness by experience, rather than the idioms inscribed in
language that is not even his own. If “the fool's arrow
sometimes hits the mark,” here “the blind child’s arrow”
has hit the mark, however tentatively or elliptically. The
poem becomes an “exploration of the possibilities of lan-
guage” insofar as the young Kuusisto eschews the conven-
tions of language, of meaning; idioms are evidence of the
“inertia of language-habits” which poetry must over-
come.* Poetry is precisely the force that sets language into
motion again, that moves the blind-man from the shadow
of Oedipus, this blind-child from the shadow of idioms.

Furthermore, “No Name for It” departs from poetry’s tra-
ditional reliance on the visual to accomplish its aesthetic
effects. Instead, the poem employs auditory language
more often—and, arguably, more forcefully—than does
visual imagery. In fact, the visual is often overwhelmed by
the auditory effects of language. It is not the image of the
Swedish matron “[pointing] with a cane,” for instance, that
controls the poem; in fact, Kuusisto describes her appear-
ance only vaguely.>° Rather, her voice is what Kuusisto re-
members most clearly; he recalls with acuity her “tone
mixed with piety and reproof.”s" As her voice “echoed on
the stairs” all those years ago, so now does it reverberate in
the Swedish idioms throughout “No Name for It.”s

A SEEING-EYE DOG (COURTESY OF WIKIMEDIA COMMONS)

This reliance on the auditory, however, must not be
construed as a domination of the auditory over the other
senses. His poetry does not merely reverse the pervasive
“belief that human experience, both physical and mental,
is essentially visual.” As Michael L. Melancon notes in his
critical study of Only Bread, Only Light, Kuusisto’s poetry
often investigates “how sight, hearing, and touch can serve
to facilitate expression and communication by both
receiving information and transmitting information.”s* In
this way, Kuusisto does not exchange visual primacy for
auditory or tactile primacy. What emerges in his poetry is a
synergy of the senses in which perception and experience
is not restricted to a single sense, a single meaning. If the
first poem in “Blind Days in Early Youth” seems to suggest
auditory primacy, the two poems collected with “No Name
for It” deny this interpretation in favor of this syncing of
the senses.

In fact, the auditory is what is absent from “Terra Incog-
nita.” The poem is remarkably visual and tactile: Kuusisto
“|makes his way] among patches of dew — / Those constel-
lations on the darkened grass.”> Walking on the damp-
ened yard, he fathoms the dewdrops into constellations;
here the “darkened grass” is illuminated by the stellar
qualities of dew.’° Just as the cosmic and the terrestrial are
united here, so too are the visual and the tactile. The per-
ceived movement of Kuusisto across the grass and the vi-
sion of the dewdrops are inseparable. The play of light and
dark emerges again in the final stanza: “I pictured a shirt
— / How I'd pull it over my head / And vanish in the sud-
den light.”s” The stanza is initially coherent, describing the
tactility of putting on a shirt; the body moves in a familiar,
expected manner. What is so peculiar, however, is the way
in which he imagines “[vanishing] in sudden light.”s® If
light connotes knowledge or presence, disappearing “in
sudden light” seems utterly incoherent. The final stanza
describes a liminal moment, between the shirt being both
on and off Kuusisto’s body. Light and sight alone cannot
confirm his body’s corporeality; rather it is the position
and motion of his body that remain as he “[pulls the shirt]
over [his] head.”®° Vision and tactility are represented here
in tandem, as the body cannot separate the two senses.

The synergy of the visual, the tactile, and the auditory
emerges in the third poem of the first collection, “Awake
All Night.” In the first three couplets, Kuusisto establishes
the presence of all three senses: “The cabinet radio glowed
/ With its lighted dial / As I pressed my face to the glass.”®
Enamored by the light and the sound the radio produces,
he draws it near, touching his face to the cabinet. Describ-
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ing his own glasses as “kaleidoscopes of light,” he identi-
fies his vision as both beautiful and impaired.®* This im-
pairment, however, does not deny the possibility of
enjoying “the brilliant city of tubes / Just visible through a
crevice.”® What he does, instead, is “lean close” to the ra-
dio cabinet; the intimacy of the young Kuusisto and the
radio illustrates the inseparability of the senses. While
blindness stereotypically connotes the impossibility of vi-
sual pleasure, “Awake All Night” establishes vision as a
component of pleasure and everyday experience for the
blind speaker.

In fact, the visual, the tactile, and the auditory all comprise
pleasure and the everyday for Kuusisto, but the three
senses are at once present and absent. Although he
confesses that “[he] never heard the music” those nights,
there in the radio is the promise, the remembrance of
sound.® Moreover, “[his] spectacles, thick as dishes,”
attempt to correct his partial blindness only to refract the
light.% The failure of his eyeglasses prompts him to “lean
close,” but he can only “[press his] face to the glass.”®®
What Kuusisto suggests in “Awake All Night” is the
limitations of single-sense perception; his experience is
not a matter of compensating for the senses. Rather, the
poem makes evident the coordination of the senses.
Pressed to the glass of the glowing radio cabinet, Kuusisto
“looks down out of habit / at the vivid world.”®” Living in
the world, perceiving the world is a matter of the whole
body, not a single sense. The synergy of vision, hearing,
and touch anchors the body in the world, and it is this
anchorage that allows Kuusisto to establish his everyday
and to re-create in his poetry.

Kuusisto’s poetry amounts to an attack on what David Bolt
terms “the metanarrative of blindness,” which is “the story
in relation to which those ... who have visual impairments
often find [themselves] defined.”®® Crucial to understand-
ing this narrative is acknowledging that it is inflected by
“ocularcentrism,” which “denotes a perspective—and by
extension, a subject position—that is dominated by vi-
sion.”® This perspective is problematic precisely because
it employs reductive, stereotypical representations of
blindness to comprehend and convey the experience of
blindness. What is more troubling is the exclusion of peo-
ple with visual impairments from the weaving of this sto-
ry; here the voice of the visually impaired is absent. In this
way, the metanarrative misrepresents blind experience
precisely by reproducing tropes of the Hypothetical Blind
Men and the blind beggars by conjuring up the figures of

Oedipus and Tiresias.”° The traditions and narratives in-
scribed in an ableist and certainly, an ocularcentric culture
perpetuate “ocularnormativism,” which establishes vision
as “the supreme means of perception.””*

Although ocularcentrism textures the metanarrative of
blindness with diverse and disdainful representations of
visual impairment, I am concerned primarily with the
thread of blindness and psychoanalysis. Freud revives
Oedipus for his own thesis of man’s natural ambivalence
between love and aggression in Totem and Taboo, but
blindness and the eyes also figure prominently, in his
studies on the significance of dreams.” In fact, Freud’s
The Interpretation of Dreams demonstrates the intense
“interest in eye symbolism of psychoanalysis.”” Recurring
in psychoanalytic works are the associations of “testicular,
ocular, and penile images,” which establishes a link
between masculinity, sexuality, and vision.” Bolt describes
this fixation as “opthalmocentric,” which privileges “the
instrument of vision, as in notions of eyes.””
Opthalmocentrism is predicated upon ocularcentrism,
linking inextricably vision and the eyes, and thus the
association phallic imagery and eyesight implicitly genders
the ability to gaze as masculine.

Building on the “implicit blindness-castration synonymy”
of psychoanalytic theory, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson
asserts “the social role of men is to be starers.””®”7 This
proposition reflects “the gendered asymmetries of the
patriarchy,” which position males and females at opposite
sides of the seer-seen dyad.”® Although the gendered
implications of the vision only arise in “lived gendered
relations,” there is no doubt that “looking masculinizes...
and being looked at feminizes.”” This is precisely the
precondition for the construction of the “male gaze,”
which, with a mere glance, subordinates the object of the
stare.?° In this way, the eyes are constructed as a synecdoche
for the male body; thus the blind man, unable to exercise
the male gaze, is emasculated.

This interrogation of ocularcentrism and opthalmocen-
trism again conveys the primacy assigned to vision, but
what is at stake in the “blindness-castration synonymy” is
sexuality itself.® If the male gaze—and, by association,
male sexuality—is predicated upon dominance, power,
and inequality, the blind male gaze disassembles the hege-
monic expectations and diffuses power.? Visual impair-
ment may render the blind man incapable of executing
“normative masculine performances,” but this does not
necessarily emasculate him.® Disabled men do not dis-
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avow masculinity and sexuality altogether; instead, the
lived experience of disability and masculinity requires the
blind man to renegotiate sexuality and gender. This revi-
sion of expected gender performances can, in turn, level
the inequality of the masculine-feminine binary under-
girding both patriarchal and ableist traditions.

Stephen Kuusisto’s account of his first sexual experience
in his memoir, Planet of the Blind, instantiates this negotia-
tion of disability and masculinity. Although he had been
“raised to know [he] was blind but taught to disavow it,”
Kuusisto stops masking his visual impairment in college.®
His professors accommodate his limitations, and one “be-
nevolent Shakespeare professor” even finds someone to
read to him.% Gradually “his habitual shyness around
women” diminishes as Kuusisto connects with his peers.*
This newfound confidence undergirds Kuusisto’s relation-
ship with Bettina, an “altogether irreverent young woman,
... an Irish country girl with long, thrilling, unkempt hair”®
If hegemonic masculinity asserts the male’s prerogative
and female’s submission, Bettina’s initiation of Kuusisto’s
first sexual encounter reverses that binary. With “a potent
kiss” she pulls Kuusisto to the floor and guides him.*

In this moment, Bettina's agency astounds Kuusisto—
“[he] can’t believe how quickly she does it.”® In fact, Bet-
tina initiates and controls the encounter, “pulling down
[his] pants,” “loosening [her] own buttons.”?° Although her
initiative may be perceived as a moment of feminine dom-
ination, the tenderness of the moment suggests some-
thing entirely different. If vision and sexuality are conflat-
ed in ocularcentric conceptions of masculinity, this scene
separates them. It is not simply visual pleasure that Kuu-
sisto achieves, but a wholly corporeal, holistic pleasure.
Kuusisto figures this experience as entirely natural, beauti-
ful: “a birch tree at midsummer, the sunlight seeming to
be above and inside her.”" Although the visual certainly
constitutes part of pleasure for both Kuusisto and Bettina,
it is the heightened tactility of the experience for Kuusisto
that anchors this first sexual encounter. To resist locating
pleasure solely in either sex, the scene alternates between
descriptions of his body and her body. What’s more, while
their two bodies are entangled, Kuusisto is “looped in the
loops of her hair.”9* Their bodies remain separate although
intertwined, and the ambiguity of who touches who dis-
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“It is not simply visual pleasure that Kuusisto achieves,
but a wholly corporeal, holistic pleasure.”

mantles any domination or control implicit in the sexual
encounter. This claim is informed, in part, by Merleau-
Ponty’s assertion of “crisscrossing ... of the touching and
the tangible” during a sexual encounter.? This is perhaps
a reduction of Merleau-Ponty’s argument, but there seems
to be something in his conception of the tactility that miti-
gates the perceived hostility, dominance of the touch.%

Kuusisto’s lived experience demonstrates the insufficiency
of ideals of embodied masculinity. Where patriarchal and
ableist norms, echoing the metanarrative of blindness, lo-
cate masculinity largely in the visual, Kuusisto’s disabled
masculinity posits a corporeality, a masculinity of the body
whole, of all the senses. If traditional masculinity is predi-
cated on “initiative, competitiveness, self-control, asser-
tiveness, and independence,” disabled masculinity renego-
tiates these standards in accordance with the lived
experience of bodily impairment. Furthermore, disabled
masculinity denaturalizes the “naturalized relation be-
tween masculinity and power.”?° In her critical study of
alternative masculinities, “Female Masculinity,” Judith
Halberstam carves out a space for disabled masculinity in
the repertoire of male subject-positions. Her critique of ac-
tion films centers on the use of prosthetic extensions of the
body “to extend masculinity.”®” Prosthetics—gadgets,
guns, automobiles, for example—implicitly “undermine
the [idealized] heterosexuality” of the male star of the ac-
tion film, effectively creating a gap between the hegemonic
ideals of standards of masculinity and its embodiment in
the world.®® These prostheses, too, seem to subvert the ide-
alized independence of hegemonic masculinity.

Prostheses are essential to Kuusisto’s day-to-day lived ex-
perience, and his reserve of prostheses comprises more
than merely eyeglasses. Corky, Kuusisto’s guide dog, func-
tions like a prosthetic, as she increases his mobility and
capabilities in everyday life. However, Corky complicates is
the traditional notion of prosthetic masculinity. The heroic
male, star of the action flick, can function without his gad-
gets and weapons; the prostheses only supplement the
hero’s masculinity.?9 Kuusisto’s guide-dog, Corky, is essen-
tial to his everyday life; here, man quite literally depends
on man’s best friend. In fact, Corky becomes integral to
Kuusisto’s lived experience as a disabled man. Whereas
the gadgets of the action flick star seem unnatural and re-
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sist incorporation into the body, Corky and Kuusisto “move
as one, [although they] are more than that.”°°

Nowhere is this dependency, this between Kuusisto and
his guide-dog more evident than in “Guiding Eyes,” a
poem written for Corky in Only Bread, Only Light. His ad-
miration is apparent from the stanza:

It's been five years
Since I was paired with this dog
Who, in fact, is more than a dog —

She watches for me.*

What follows is a description of “[their] twin minds [going]
walking” in New York City.”* Kuusisto and Corky navigate
the city’s well-travelled paths and its landmarks in an un-
expected and mythical manner. The tension between their
separate bodies and their singular functioning prompts
Kuusisto to call him and his guide-dog “a kind of centaur
— / or maybe two owls / Riding the shoulders of Miner-
va.”* The mythic association here depicts the pair not as
impaired or lacking, but rather as legendary, as wise. When
he “[supposes] they’re scarcely whole,” he seems to recog-
nize the myth of wholeness inscribed in the body.™* This
realization is hardly dismal, and Kuusisto’s subtle joy is
palpable when he observes:

The centaur gathers
What passes from our flesh
Into the heart

Of animal faith.®s

Kuusisto’s impairment here does not signify a lack, but
rather signifies a recognition of bodily difference. Kuusisto
and Corky come to signify wholeness of their separate, dis-
tinct bodies, and the unity of guide-dog and the guided. If
the everyday is about routine, about establishing a home in
one’s own space, Corky is integral to Kuusisto’s everyday
precisely because “she leads [him] home.”™®

In a way, “Guiding Eyes” returns us to the mythical world,
inhabited not only by the centaurs invoked by Kuusisto,
but also by the oldest blind men of the Western cultural
tradition. Kuusisto’s poetry and memoir oscillate between
the mythical and the everyday. If ableist and patriarchal
cultures operate by othering the disabled male, this alien-
ation immediately locates him outside the norm, outside

conventional, everyday experience.

What is so remarkable about Kuusisto’s quotidian repre-
sentations of blindness is its ability to establish an “every-
day life, [that is] the quintessential quality of taken-for-
grantedness.”®” Writing the everyday—that which goes
without notice—is essential precisely because it relocates
him, a disabled male, in the everyday consciousness: he is
not an Oedipus, a Tiresias, or a Hypothetical Blind Man.*®
The disabled man, then, becomes present, familiar. He
identifies himself as blind only to jettison the metanarra-
tive of blindness, and only then is he to able to familiarize,
for the abled reader, his everyday life. This is precisely
what disability life-writing aims to do: to familiarize and
legitimize the everyday experience of disability by shed-
ding the mask of the metanarrative. In this way, everyday
disability resembles, represents, and coincides with every-
day life. As Kuusisto “[walks] / both bodily and ghostly,” he
and Corky retread the paths of New York City to establish
their own everyday existences; they move with, not against,
the city.”9

What Kuusisto’s life-writing amounts to is re-presentation
of everyday life as a disabled man. Embodied, lived life de-
pends on more than the visual for Kuusisto—and arguably
for all humans. What Kuusisto rejects by familiarizing and
legitimatizing the experience of blindness are the hege-
monic standards of ableist masculinity. In this way, the
oscillation between the mythic, the everyday, and the syn-
ergy of the senses in Kuusisto’s poetry and prose repre-
sents “disability and masculinity as lyric processes” that
actively resist the “controlling narratives” of patriarchal
and ableist culture.” Representing disability and mascu-
linity introduces an “unanticipated similarity between all
things,” thus establishing the everyday life and the embod-
ied experience as “a holistic texture” of identities and sen-
sory experience.”" Only now does Kuusisto move out of the
shadows of Oedipus and illuminate his own everyday life
as a blind male.
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