
The Education 
of Laura Bridgman

And the Epistemological 
Debates o f the 19th Century

A  m onth past her second birthday, Laura Bridgman was 
stricken with scarlet fever. The fever killed her two older sisters 
and left Laura blind and deaf and “almost completely obliter-
ated” her sense o f  taste and smell. In a fascinating and deftly 
written new book, Ernest Freeberg weaves together several sto-
ries: o f  Laura herself o f  course; o f  Samuel Gridley Howe, the 
director o f  the Perkins Institute for the Blind in Massachusetts, 
who eagerly took up Laura’s case both because he was a dedi-
cated educator and because it  allowed him  to test his ideas 
about human nature and cognition; o f  the lively philosophical 
debates o f  antebellum American culture; o f  the early attempts at 
empirical psychological research; and o f  19th century attitudes 
toward the disabled.

Although the story o f  Laura Bridgman was soon eclipsed by 
that o f  Helen Keller, Laura was the first deaf and blind person 
ever to learn to communicate through language. Indeed, as 
Freeberg reports, “Keller’s parents first realized that their own 
daughter could be taught when they read an account o f  Laura’s 
education. ” As we look in on Laura’s journey, she has just ar-
rived at the Perkins Institute. She is not quite eight years old. To 

follow the unfolding events o f  Laura’s development and o f  the 
outcome o f  Samuel Howe’s famous “experiment," you will just 
have to visit your local library or bookstore this summer, and  
then settle in for a compelling read. — E D I T O R

By Ernest Freeberg

Laura’s parents delivered her to the Perkins Institution 
on O ctober 12, 1837. Confused and frightened, the 
young girl burst into “bitterest tears” when they left 

her. She soon recovered, however, and within a week began 
to develop strong attachments to the house matron and to 
Miss Drew, the instructor who had been assigned by Howe 
to w ork closely w ith Perkins’ first deaf-blind pupil. She 
spent her first days engrossed in her knitting and showed 
obvious signs of pleasure when the women praised her work 
by giving her a caress on the check.1

The maternal bond of trust between Laura and her female 
instructor was balanced by Howe’s role as the child’s new fa-
ther figure. D uring Laura’s first weeks at the institution, 
Howe established his paternal authority by attem pting to 
lead her around the room by the hand. W hen she resisted, 
he held her hand firmly, forcing her compliance. She soon 
submitted, and three weeks after her arrival a visitor to the 
school noted that she was “very much under the command 
of the D octor.” If Laura ever felt compelled to subm it to 
Howe’s superior strength, those feelings were soon super-
seded by intense affection toward him, and Howe never had 
to rely on force again. Once this bond of trust and affection 
was established and the child grew more comfortable in her 
new surroundings, he felt ready to begin his experiment to 
reach her intellect.2

Today, growing up as we do hearing the story of the mar-
velous accomplishments o f Helen Keller, we may take for 
granted the inevitable success o f Howe’s experiment. It re-
quires an effort o f historical imagination to recognize that, 
as he sat down w ith the eight-year-old to begin her first 
lessons, his faith that there was a mind “in there,” capable of 
learning, was an unproven intuition, one running counter to 
a century o f failed efforts to reach other deaf-blind children. 
M any years later Howe’s wife, the writer and suffragist Julia 
Ward Howe, would capture the excitement of that moment: 
“The personage within was unknown to him and to all, save 
in her outer aspect. W hat were her characteristics? W hat her 
tendencies? If  he should ever come to speech w ith her, 
would she prove fully and norm ally human? W ould her 
spirit be amenable to the laws which govern our thoughts 
and conduct for mankind in general?’” For searching out the
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Laura quickly became the star pupil o f  Samuel Gridley Howe.



answers to these questions, Howe earned a repu ta tion  
among his contemporaries as the “Columbus” of the m ind.4

Unlike Columbus, Howe was not venturing into en-
tirely uncharted waters. A lthough his educational 
techniques were untested, his understanding of the 

hum an m ind  was guided along the w ell-worn tracks o f 
Anglo-A m erican m oral philosophy. Like m ost educated 
Americans of his day, Howe’s notions about human psychol-
ogy were drawn from the writings of the widely influential 
thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment, particularly Thomas 
Reid and his disciple Dugald Steward. Howe had encoun-
tered these “common sense” philosophers in his undergradu-
ate courses in moral philosophy at the orthodox Brown Uni-
versity, as well as in sermons preached from Unitarian pul-
pits in Boston.5

Following in the philosophical tradition  o f Descartes, 
these Scottish philosophers were dualists, insisting that the 
m ind  is distinct from , and superior to, the body. T heir 
strong defense o f the existence o f  a nonm aterial hum an 
mind is one reason why their writings were so popular with 
American religious leaders, serving as a cornerstone of Amer-
ican theology and moral philosophy well into the nineteenth 
century. The historian Daniel Walker Howe has suggested 
that Boston’s Liberal Christians found the mind-body dual-
ism o f the Scottish philosophers particularly com patible 
with their Christian theology. In their view, the philoso-
phers’ concept o f an immaterial “m ind,” distinct from the 
body, was just another way of talking about what Christians 
had always called the eternal “soul.”6

Along with dualism, the Scots were strong believers in 
faculty psychology, the view that the mind is composed of 
various “faculties.” In the com m on sense trad ition , this 
m ind (or soul) was not a passive and ethereal abstraction but 
an active agent, possessed of certain “powers” of intuition 
and reason that allow us to clearly and directly perceive the 
world around us. This idea that the mind is a collection of

Howe required his students 
to take part in a rigorous 
daily exercise regimen.

distinct “faculties,” each attuned to a corresponding part of 
the external world, was first developed by the Greeks and 
had been commonplace since the M iddle Ages. But Scots 
like Thomas Reid offered a particularly strong defense o f the 
m ind’s innate “faculties, dispositions, and powers,” in re-
sponse to the epistemological skepticism of David Hume.

Though Howe cared little about the philosophical contro-
versy that had produced the common sense philosophy, he 
accepted Reid’s conclusion that the mind is endowed with a 
range of distinct faculties/ Pained by philosophical complex-
ities, Howe was particularly attracted to a simple and practi-
cal variation of faculty psychology, the “new philosophy” of 
phrenology. According to phrenologists, the common sense 
philosophers had correctly identified many of the faculties of 
the m ind but had failed to ground their psychological the-
ory in empirical observation. Phrenologists dismissed the 
philosophers’ concept o f “m ind” as only an intellectual ab-
straction, found between the covers o f weighty tomes and 
prone to the abuse of unfounded metaphysical speculation. 
Fashioning themselves to be scientists and practical reform-
ers rather than philosophers of the mind, the phrenologists 
argued that a truly scientific and useful psychology had to be 
grounded in the observable, verifiable material world. Ac-
cordingly, they claimed that the careful examination of hun-
dreds of human skulls and brains had revealed that each of 
the various faculties of the m ind has a physical existence, em-
bodied in one o f the dozens o f  separate “organs” o f  the 
brain, and usually reflected in the various “bumps” on each 
individual’s skull.8

O ne o f the founders o f phrenology, Dr. Joseph Spurz- 
heim, arrived in Boston in 1832, the same year that Howe 
began his career as an educator of the blind. As a young and 
relatively inexperienced physician cast suddenly in the role 
as Boston’s “expert” on the education of the blind, Howe 
was no doubt searching earnestly for some firm intellectual 
foundation. His undergraduate education at Brown had 
been largely wasted, he later confessed, in the pursuit of
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youthful pranks. Growing more serious while taking his 
medical training at Harvard, he found that he had particular 
talents as a dissector and anatomist. Thus, given his interest 
in anatomy and his own temperament, long on action and 
short on systematic reflection, Howe was understandably at-
tracted to this new science, with its self-proclaimed virtues 
of simplicity and practical utility, all grounded in the science 
of dissection.9

Howe maintained his allegiance to phrenology long after 
most o f his peers abandoned the cause, distancing them -
selves as the science degenerated into carnival sideshow 
quackery. Yet in the 1830s, his fascination with “craniology” 
cannot simply be attributed to his peculiar training or his 
intellectual naivete. In these years, his interest in the new 
science put him in the company o f some of the most re-
spected medical minds of Boston, including many of his for-
mer professors at Harvard’s medical school. Howe was not 
the only one who was attracted to the prospect of replacing 
the wrangling o f the philosophers w ith an outline o f the 
mind that was “clear, simple [and] natural.”10

Thus, as Howe contemplated the prospect of educating 
Laura Bridgman, he consulted the phrenologists’ charts of 
the brain. There his attention was drawn to one particular 
“o rgan ,” the “intellectual faculty” o f “Language.” T his 
organ, according to Howe’s favorite manual on the new sci-
ence, “gives a facility in acquiring a knowledge o f arbitrary 
signs to express thoughts— a facility in the use of them—  
and a power of inventing them .” In short, Howe’s general 
education in Scottish mental philosophy supported what 
his more recent explorations in phrenology confirmed with 
more precision: that Laura Bridgman’s brain contained an 
innate ability to understand and create language. Guided by 
this premise, Howe reasoned that this power o f the m ind 
lay dorm ant, but unimpaired, inside the child’s damaged 
body.11

O f course, Laura had already shown a desire to communi-
cate and had even developed some of her own sign language. 
In Hanover, Howe had seen her family speak to her through 
a series of gestures— a pat on the head signaled approval, 
rubbing her hand m eant the opposite, and pushing and 
pulling were used to tell her which direction to move. Laura 
had also invented her own signs: fingers held to her face re-
ferred to a man with a beard; a hand revolved in the air 
meant the spinning wheel. Howe recognized that, if left on 
her own, she would probably continue to develop this non-
verbal language, learning to communicate many of her basic 
needs. But he decided that in the long run this language of 
gestures would be too limiting, putting blinders on her in-
tellect, shutting her off from the knowledge o f more com-
plex, subtle, and sublime human emotions and ideas, lock-
ing  h e r in  a s ta te  o f  p e rm a n e n t m en ta l an d  m oral 
childhood.12

Howe was determined, instead, to bring Laura into the 
conversation o f human society as an equal, and to prove to 
the world that, within a damaged body, her mind was intact 
and fully human. To do that, he felt that he must teach her 
the use o f  an a rb itra ry  language, in this case English, 
founded  on an alphabet. She needed, he explained, “a 
knowledge o f  letters, by the com bination  o f w hich she

might express her idea of the existence, and the mode and 
condition of existence, o f anything.”13

The plight of Julia Brace at the Hartford Asylum seemed 
to prove his point. Her education had failed, Howe believed, 
because her instructors had allowed her to rely on a “natural 
language” o f simple gestures, rather than the abstract and 
man-made language o f the alphabet. Howe expected that, 
w ithout this help, Laura would also rely on a primitive lan-
guage of simple signs, as automatically as water flows down-
hill by the easiest course. His goal, then, was to guide the 
stream o f Laura’s communication into the man-made chan-
nel o f an arbitrary alphabet.14

This distinction between the “natural” language o f ges-
ture and the artificial language o f the alphabet was not 
original with Howe but was another theme developed by 
Scotland’s common sense philosophers. In his Inquiry into 
the Human Mind, Thom as Reid devoted considerable at-
tention to the language of pantom im e, arguing that this 
form o f com m unication proved the existence o f an innate 
linguistic faculty in man. Those gestures— the pat on the 
back for approval, the frown to suggest displeasure, the 
knitted  brow o f anger— come instinctively to all hum an 
beings, in all cultures. Even the youngest infant, the unciv-
ilized tribesman, and the linguistically isolated deaf person 
au tom atically  understand  the m eaning o f  a smile or a 
frown or tears. Reid suggested that this natural language of 
posture and facial expression was the alphabet o f hum an-
ity’s first language, providing the common ground neces-
sary for the subsequent invention of the arbitrary language 
o f words.15

Reid believed that this evolution from natural gestures 
to artificial words came w ith a price. O ur original language 
o f gestures, he argued, was peculiarly well suited to ex-
pressing the inner world of emotions. W hen societies de-
veloped artificial languages, their instinctive vocabulary of 
physical gestures atrophied. By his own tim e, Reid be-
lieved, only orators and stage actors could still speak the 
true language o f  the emotions. W hile such an evolution 
drew hum an society farther away from the language o f its 
feelings, the transition was a necessary step in the fuller re-
alization of hum an intellect. “As ideas multiply,” Reid’s dis-
ciple Dugald Steward explained, “the imperfections o f nat-
ural language are felt and men find it necessary to invent
artificial signs, o f which the meaning is fixed by m utual

” 11kagreement.
Echoing Reid and Stewart, Howe summarized the distinc-

tion between natural and arbitrary language by comparing 
the former to a “man in his wild state, simple, active, strong, 
and wielding a club.” The spoken language o f an arbitrary 
alphabet, by comparison, was “subtle, flexible, minute, pre-
cise [and] is a thousand times more efficient and perfect in-
strument for thought; it is like civilized man, adroit, accom-
plished, well-trained, and armed with a rapier.”17

Howe reasoned that Laura could only develop this facility 
for language if her one remaining sense of touch could be 
developed to the point where she could use it to read a m an-
ual version of the alphabet. Howe’s plan was anticipated by 
the French philosopher Denis Diderot almost a century ear-
lier. The sense o f sight uses a written alphabet, Diderot ex-
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plained, and hearing relies on symbolic sounds. But he saw 
no reason why the sense of touch might not develop its own 
medium of symbolic language. “For lack o f this language,” 
he speculated in his Letter on the Blind, “there is no commu-
nication between us and those born deaf, blind, and mute. 
They grow, but they remain in a condition of mental imbe-
cility. Perhaps they would have ideas, if we were to com m u-
nicate with them in a definite and uniform m anner from 
their infancy; for instance, if we were to trace on their hands 
the same letters we trace on paper, and associated always the 
same meaning with them. Is not this language...as good as 
another?”18

D iderot’s conjecture about the possibility o f  a manual 
alphabet was confirmed by a later generation of French ed-
ucators w ho w orked w ith  the deaf. U n til the Abbe de 
1’E.ppe began his pioneering work with the deaf in the late 
eighteenth century, most philosophers who speculated on 
the subject believed that thought, even the w ritten word, 
was impossible w ithout sound; signs o f intelligence in deaf 
persons were often greeted as little short o f  miraculous. 
But the Abbe’s success in teaching a m anual alphabet to 
the deaf proved that the sense o f hearing is not an essential 
com ponent of thought. The manual alphabet cut language 
loose from its presum ed m oorings in the voice and the 
ear.19

The Abbe pushed even further. If  hearing could be dis-
pensed with, he reasoned, why not sight as well? Anticipat-
ing Howe by a half-century, he published speculations on a 
possible m ethod o f instruction for the deaf and blind, a 
problem more hypothetical than real to him since he did not 
know o f any person so afflicted. Sicard, the Abbe’s successor 
at the Parisian school for the deaf, went on to prove that 
even the blunt sense o f touch could become refined enough 
to serve as the medium of thought. In fact, he had actually 
used such a language, conversing with one of his students in 
the pitch darkness o f m idnight by impressing the signs of 
the manual alphabet into the outstretched hand of his com-
panion.

Thus, as Howe began his unprecedented experiment with 
Laura Bridgman, he was guided by the theories of Scottish 
philosophers and phrenologists, whose map o f the brain 
showed him that the child’s m ind was endowed with a lin-
guistic “faculty,” a capacity to learn and use an arbitrary lan-
guage. Their theories assured him that, if  he could find a 
way to speak to her through the lone sense of touch, she 
w ould eagerly meet him  half-way. French educators pro-
vided Howe with that language, the manual alphabet o f the 
deaf. Howe’s work as a pioneer in the education of the deaf 
and blind must be understood in the context of these Euro-
pean precedents. Presented with a rare opportunity to help a 
young deaf-blind student, Howe turned O ld World theory 
into New World practice.

Howe began Laura’s education by trying to teach her 
to associate simple objects w ith their names, im-
prin ted  in raised letters. H e attached embossed 

paper labels on a few simple objects— a knife, a pin, a pen, 
and others. Laura was first presented with the label itself, de-
tached from its corresponding object. She was then made to

feel the object, on which Howe had attached an identical 
label. To express the idea that the embossed letters “p-i-n” 
were somehow identical with the pin she held in her hand, 
Howe resorted to one of Laura’s own signs for likeness— he 
held his two forefingers together, suggesting identity. Ac-
cording to Miss Drew, Howe’s assistant in these lessons, 
Laura “readily perceived the similarity of the two words.” 
And, rewarded by pats on the head for correct answers, “the 
natural sign o f approbation,” the student learned within a 
few days to match the labels to their appropriate objects. 
The teachers knew they had succeeded in this first crucial 
step of Laura’s education when they saw that “a light o f in-
telligence lighted her hitherto puzzled countenance.” How-
ever, Howe recognized that, though his pupil was evidently 
bright and eager to learn, she had not yet grasped the myste-
rious power of language. She matched words and objects not 
in order to communicate but merely as an intellectual exer-
cise of “imitation and memory.”20

Once she had this first inkling about “words as a whole,” 
Howe then tried to teach her to create words herself. He 
broke the paper labels up into their com ponent letters. 
Laura soon learned to arrange these slips of paper in their 
proper order, recreating the label and matching it to its ob-
ject. At first she spelled out these words in a “mechanical” 
fashion. Howe compared her skills at that point to those of 
“a very knowing dog” who was eager to perform tricks only 
in order to win approval, the reward of loving pats on the 
head. Howe reached for a sign that she was beginning to 
truly appreciate the communicative power of those patterns 
at her fingertips, and it came at last, after several months of 
patient, methodical instruction.

T he tru th  began to flash upon her, her intellect began to work, 
she perceived that here was a way by which she could herself 
make up a sign o f anything that was in her own m ind, and 
show it to another m ind, and at once her countenance lighted 
up with hum an expressions; it was no longer a dog or parrot,—  
it was an im m ortal spirit, eagerly seizing upon a new link o f 
union with other spirits! I could almost fix upon the m om ent 
when this truth dawned upon her m ind, and spread its light to 
her countenance. I saw that the great obstacle was overcome.21

H ow e’s 1841 account o f  Laura B ridgm an’s linguistic 
breakthrough— described as a lightning-like burst of spiri-
tual insight— bears remarkable resemblance to the better 
known story o f the great turning point in Helen Keller’s ed-
ucation. Howe suggested that, in spite of months of prepara-
tion, the obstacle was overcome “at once.” The wide thresh-
old, he suggested, between the “know ing dog” and the 
human spirit was crossed almost instantaneously. Her sud-
den understanding of the value of language seemed to in-
duce a new birth within her, the creation of an “immortal 
spirit” right before Howe’s eyes.

In her autobiography, Helen Keller described a similar 
rapid transformation, in the often-told story of her trip to 
the well. Understanding for the first time that the letters “w- 
a-t-e-r” spelled into her hand corresponded to the cool water 
that flowed over her hand, she suddenly realized that all ob-
jects have names, and that the manual alphabet was her key 
to expressing them to others. Keller later described that mo-
ment as “in the nature of a revelation.”
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Laura was an eager reader, despite the discomfort caused by the 
large size o f  books with raised letters.

There was a strange stir w ithin me,— a misty consciousness, a 
sense o f som ething remembered. It was as if  I had come back to 
life after being dead .. . I understood it was possible for me to 
comm unicate with other people by these signs. Thoughts that 
ran forward and backward came to me quickly,— thoughts that 
seemed to start in my brain and spread all over m e .. .Delicious 
sensations rippled through me, and sweet strange things that 
were locked up in my heart began to sing.

These two accounts o f a miraculous and immediate trans-
formation of the soul, of a spiritual birth through language, 
are remarkably similar. Yet they also share the fact that they 
were written years after the events actually occurred. Setting 
aside consideration of Helen Keller’s experience, it is impor-
tant to notice that Howe’s version o f Laura Bridgman’s lin-
guistic apotheosis was first published in his annual report of 
1841, at least three years after the events he describes. All of 
his accounts prior to this time failed to mention this singular 
and powerful moment of intellectual and spiritual birth, and 
instead described a much more subtle and painstaking pro-
cess of gradual enlightenment.22

Howe’s 1841 report of a great spiritual apotheosis exag-
gerated the contrast between the pre- and postlinguistic 
child. While Laura’s introduction to arbitrary language was 
undoubtedly of profound importance to her subsequent in-
tellectual development, she arrived at Perkins with an intel-
lectual curiosity that could hardly be described, as Howe had 
done, as “mechanical” or animal-like. Howe himself noted, 
in his first report on her in 1838, that she was extremely cu-
rious about her surroundings, “constantly active,” evidently 
“intelligent,” able to express affection, take part in imagina-
tive play, and mind her manners while at the table.23

Howe’s later account also ignored his previous testimony 
about the child’s slow and painstaking introduction to lan-
guage. In his 1838 report, he announced that his pupil had 
succeeded in learning the nature of words and could use let-
ters to express the names of “substances.” In this first pub-
lished version of the story, Howe found her accomplishment 
“gratifying,” but did not suggest, as he did later, that “the 
great obstacle was overcom e.” Rather, he rem ained cau-
tiously optimistic that her grasp o f language could be ad-
van ced  th ro u g h  th e  “slow  an d  te d io u s ” p rocess o f  
education.24

The only other eyewitness observer o f Laura Bridgman’s 
introduction to language was Miss L. H. Drew, her daily in-
structor during this period. In an account also written much 
later, Drew made no m ention o f any single m om ent o f 
apotheosis, noting only that “whenever she overcame a diffi-
culty, a peculiarly sweet expression lighted up her face, and 
we perceived that it grew daily more intelligent.”25

In short, some o f the contours o f H ow e’s account o f 
Laura’s education seem to have taken shape over the course 
of his first few years with her. His role as a disinterested ob-
server and reporter o f an im portant psychological experi-
ment may well have been eclipsed by his inclinations as a 
journalist and a publicist to adorn a tale that might better 
capture the sympathy and imagination of his growing read-
ing public.

SUMMER 2001 AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS 41



hile the story o f Laura Bridgman’s first break-
through into the world of language may have 
developed over the course of her first few years 

at Perkins, Howe moved much more quickly to assert the 
im portant philosophical conclusions to be drawn from his 
successful experim ent. In his first public reports on her 
progress, he confidently announced that Laura Bridgman 
was not, as might be supposed, “but a blank.” He had bro-
ken through her damaged body to discover a soul, “active, 
and struggling continually not only to put itself in commu-
nication with things without, but to manifest what is going 
on within itself.”26

In this report, given four m onths after her arrival at 
Perkins, Howe believed that he was already beginning to dis-
cern the basic outline of that spirit that was “shut up in a 
dark and silent cell.’’ He marveled at her playfulness and af-
fection for her teachers and classmates, and he took a par-
ent’s pride in her physical skills, her ability to sew and knit 
and dress herself “with quickness and precision”— all skills 
she had learned prior to coming to Perkins. But most impor-
tantly, he rejoiced at what he called her “mental phenom-

nena.

She has a quick sense o f propriety; a sense o f property; a love o f 
approbation; a desire to appear neatly and sm oothly dressed, 
and to make others notice that she is so; a strong tendency to 
imitation, insom uch that she will sit and hold a book steadily 
before her face in imitation o f persons reading...T he different 
states o f  her m ind are clearly marked upon her countenance, 
which varies with hope and fear, pleasure and pain, self-appro-
bation and regret; and which, when she is trying to study out 
anything, assumes an expression o f intense attention and 
thought.27

At this early stage, Howe felt that he could not say con-
clusively that his young pupil had a clear sense of right and 
wrong, apart from the love of approval that she so eagerly 
sought. But he was convinced tha t her m ind, her con-
science, her soul showed all signs o f being in healthy work-
ing order, unimpaired by her physical infirmity. The mind, 
Laura’s case already seemed to prove, was not only at least 
partially independent of the body but showed every sign of 
being able to overcome the most horrendous physical barri-
ers imaginable. “T he im m ortal spirit w ithin her,” Howe 
wrote in the first m onth of his experiment to a supporter in 
Maine, “although in darkness & stillness like that of a tomb, 
is full o f life & vigor, is animated by innate power & tri-
umphantly refutes the doctrine that the soul is but a blank 
sh ee t u p o n  w h ich  e d u c a tio n  & ex p erien ce  w rite  
everything.”28

By insisting that Laura’s m ind was not a “blank sheet” but 
was driven by an “innate power” to communicate, Howe 
was entering the child as a crucial piece of evidence in one of 
the most im portant scientific and theological debates of his 
time. For more than a century, the role that the senses play 
in determining hum an nature and creating human knowl-
edge had been the crucial debate in philosophical circles, the 
sticking p o in t th a t had divided the various com peting  
branches o f  E n ligh tenm en t th ink ing  about the hum an 
mind.

Locke had established the starting point o f that debate,

with his efforts to place the study of the human mind on the 
same scientific footing that Newton had placed the study of 
the heavens. The view held by Descartes and his fellow ra-
tionalists that humans are born w ith certain innate ideas 
that the Creator plants, fully formed, into the human mind 
was, for Locke, an unfounded superstition, a remnant of the 
discredited vagaries of medieval scholasticism and mystical 
neo-Platonism. Searching instead for the observable mecha-
nisms of mental activity, Locke posited that the mind con-
tains no innate ideas but develops them from the sensory 
input o f the external world and from self-reflection on its 
own activity. Prior to receiving these sensory impressions, 
the child is born, in Locke’s famous phrase, into a state of 
tabula rasa.

D ow n to H ow e’s own tim e, A m erican in te llec tua ls  
revered Locke’s accomplishment, and college students duti-
fully worked their way through his Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding. But som e also w orried th a t a group o f 
Locke’s disciples, particularly among the French, had mis-
taken him to mean that the “mind is the result of sensation.” 
The mind, these French materialists argued, is born passive 
and inert and is shaped entirely by its external environment. 
Today, Locke scholars point out that this has been a com-
mon misreading of the philosopher’s famous m etaphor of 
tabula rasa and show that Locke actually credited the mind 
with a more active role in converting sensory input into 
knowledge through certain innate reasoning “faculties.” But 
in Howe’s time the materialistic implications o f Locke’s sen-
sationalist psychology were made dangerously clear by some 
o f the radical th in k ers  o f  the French E n lig h ten m en t. 
C ondillac , for exam ple, felt tha t he was only carrying 
Locke’s psychology to its logical conclusion when he tried to 
prove that the mind contains no innate faculties and that 
thought is therefore purely the product o f physical sensa-
tion. Explaining all mental phenomena as byproducts of the 
senses, the materialists seemed prepared to dismiss the im-
material mind and the immortal soul as unscientific super-
stitions.29

In Howe’s time, this philosophical radicalism was not eas-
ily dismissed as another O ld W orld madness, safely con-
tained on the far side of the Atlantic. In the 1830s, the fruits 
of French materialism were ripening in the midst o f pious 
New England. Two years before Howe met Laura Bridgman, 
he set down his own fears about the rise of an “infidel party” 
in Massachusetts in a tw o-part article called “Atheism in 
New England,” published in his own Neu> England Maga-
zine. Howe warned his readers that the freethinkers of his 
day enjoyed growing congregations who gathered each week 
to hear their “ministers” ridicule Christianity, foment envy 
and class hatred among the poor, undermine the institution 
of marriage, and promote “degrading profligacy.”30

At the bottom of all these threats to “the foundations of 
the social-fabric” lay the theory of materialism, what Howe 
called “the doctrines of the French infidels.” In an effort to 
make this perfectly clear, Howe quoted verses from the infi-
dels’ “Bible of Reason”:

T he soul is [only the] principle o f sensibility. To think, to suf-
fer, to enjoy— is to feel. W hen the body, therefore, ceases to
live, it cannot exercise sensibility. W here there are no senses,
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Below: Laura’s first letter 
home to her mother, 1839.

Above:
Fine lace made by Laura.

there can be no ideas. T he soul only perceives by means o f the 
organs; how then is it possible for it to feel after their dissolu-
tion? ...T hat the effect, called m ind, ceaseth, and is entirely dis-
continued, is manifest; because, it hath a beginning, and is 
proved to be nothing w ithout the body; how great a folly it is 
to imagine what is m ortal can be immortal!

In Howe’s opinion, New Englanders had “too long been 
blind, and deaf, and dum b” to this threat o f materialism in 
their midst.31 He disagreed with those who felt that the 
best way to contain infidelity was to ignore it, that at-
tacks only stirred up public interest in the freethinkers’ 
ideas. In his opinion, American society was arriving at a 
crucial juncture, a time when education was “just begin-
ning to be general” and the im pressionable, “half-
formed minds” of the American people were ripe for 
influence, either for good or ill. “It is light and purifi-
cation that the public m ind requires,” Howe pro-
claimed.32

A nd so when he succeeded in teaching Laura 
Bridgman language, Howe seized the chance to in-
struct his fellow citizens, while dealing a scientific 
deathblow to the impious doctrines of materialism. 
If the materialists’ ideas about the hum an m ind 
were correct, Howe reasoned, a person in Laura 
Bridgman’s predicam ent would be incapable of 
thinking, since she lacked most o f the sensory 
input essential to the form ation o f ideas. In a 

sense, a deaf and blind person would have no m ind and 
no soul; she would be trapped in the vacant state o f tabula 
rasa in which Locke had supposedly suggested all babies are 
born . Howe liked to p o in t ou t tha t this bleak view o f 

human nature had even insinuated its way into En-
glish com m on law. Blackstone had classed the 
b lind-deaf as “in the same state as an idiot; he 

being supposed incapable of any understanding, as 
wanting all those senses which furnish the hum an 
m ind  w ith  ideas.” N ow  th a t he had show n th a t 
Laura could learn and communicate, Howe believed 
that no person could take seriously the radicals’ claim 
that “the soul is merely the result o f sensation.” As 
Laura reached out to the world around her, Howe 
thrilled to witness the trium ph of mind over matter.33

t first, Laura read and spelled out words on a set 
o f raised-letter metal types that Howe had spe-
cially made for her. This slow and cumbersome 

process was soon abandoned in favor of the manual alpha-
bet of the deaf. Laura’s instructor, Miss Drew, began each 
m orning’s lesson by introducing the child to a new object, 
spelling out its name in finger letters pressed into Laura’s 

eager palm. “She placed her right hand over m ine,” Drew re-
called, “so she could feel every change o f position, and with 
the greatest anxiety watched for each letter; then she at-
tempted to spell it herself; and as she mastered the word, her 
anx ie ty  changed  to  d e lig h t.” L aura m ade rem arkab le  
progress with this finger language, using it “so fast and so 
deftly, that only those accustomed to this language can fol-
low with the eye, the rapid motions of her fingers.” W ithin a 
year, Laura was also learning to write, her pencil guided by a
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grooved pasteboard placed underneath her paper. Before 
long she was conducting a simple but voluminous corre-
spondence with her family, and recording her daily lessons 
in a journal.’4

As Laura’s grasp of language continually improved, Howe 
grew more confident that his protege had dealt a knockout 
blow to the doctrine of materialism. He wrote to the English 
w riter H arrie t M artineau tha t “her w hole nature seems 
changed & the now trium phant mind begins to speak out in 
her countenance w ith a natural eloquence surprising to 
those who remember her former situation.”35

Howe drew his philosophical conclusion emphatically in 
his 1838 report.36 In the sentimental prose style that Howe 
used to appeal to the deepest sympathies of his readers, he 
painted the scene o f a chance meeting in the institution’s 
hallway between Laura and one of her classmates. He de-
scribed “an intertwining of arms— a grasping of hands— and 
a swift telegraphing upon the tiny fingers (which communi-
cated) exchanges of joy and sorrow.. .kissings and partings.” 
Moving to the moral, he concluded that such a scene was “a 
better refutation of the doctrine, that mind is the result of 
sensation, than folios o f learned argument. If those philoso-
phers who consider man as only the most perfect animal, 
and attribute his superiority to his senses, be correct, then a 
dog or a monkey should have mental power quadruple that 
o f poor Laura Bridgman.”37

Howe was fully prepared to give the senses their due. The 
“French philosophers,” he conceded, were correct in assert-
ing that “all ideas of sensible objects are derived immediately 
or remotely from impressions made upon the senses.” In 
o ther words, our knowledge o f the m aterial w orld m ust 
come from our experience of it, through the senses. Thus, 
for example, a deaf and blind person could never learn any-
thing about the true nature of color or sound. W here the 
empiricists had erred, Howe claimed, was in their attem pt to 
overapply this “doctrine of sensation,” claiming that moral 
and spiritual knowledge were also produced by sensory expe-
rience. “All the higher and nobler attributes of the soul, all 
that part o f man which is truly in the likeness of God, is in-
dependent o f sensation,” Howe concluded. “T he hope of 
immortality, the love o f goodness, the veneration o f justice, 
the desire o f sympathy, the yearning for affection, are all in-
dependent o f external sensations.” Though such claims car-
ried Howe far beyond the evidence provided by his experi-
ment thus far, he was confident that Laura would reveal all 
o f these symptoms o f the soul in due course.38

If popular press accounts o f Laura’s breakthrough into 
language may be taken as a measure o f general public reac-
tion, Howe’s audience was eager to accept his claim that the 
child’s story proved the existence o f  an im m aterial soul. 
Countless writers echoed Howe’s argument that Laura’s edu-
cation was a profound tribute to the hum an spirits power to 
overcome physical barriers. However, very few writers for 
the popular press took a serious interest in the more intricate 
philosophical details o f Howe’s battle against the philosophy 
o f materialism or his hasty attem pt to enter Laura’s story as 
evidence in the philosophers’ ongoing epistemological de-
bate. Popular Christian belief at the time led most people to 
accept dualism, a clear distinction between body and soul, as

a matter of course, untroubled by the arcane epistemologies 
o f European radicalism.

But the intellectual community took Dr. Howe’s contri-
bu tio n  to the  m ind /b o d y  problem  quite  seriously and 
praised his vindication of “this imperial mind of ours.” Dr. 
John Kitto, author o f a widely read book on the senses, 
called the m om ent o f Laura Bridgman’s linguistic break-
through proof that “wherever there is mind, there is no im-
prisonm ent from which it cannot be freed.” Kitto praised 
Howe’s work as a “great discovery in the history of man” and 
urged that the specific m om ent o f  the ch ild ’s linguistic 
breakthrough should be carefully recorded for posterity. One 
o f Howe’s professors at Harvard’s medical school, visiting 
Perkins less than a m onth after Laura’s education began, 
wrote that the child’s “power of ratiocination” was sufficient 
evidence “to convince the greatest skeptic of the existence of 
the soul.”39

The most thoughtful endorsement o f Howe’s attack on 
materialism came from the Christian Examiner, the leading 
journal o f Boston’s Unitarians. Mrs. L. M inot explained to 
her readers that there were “two grand divisions of meta-
physical systems,” one which attributed knowledge to the 
senses and the o ther w hich held tha t the in tellect, the 
human mind, is an essential and active agent in the forma-
tion of ideas. Like Howe, M inot freely acknowledged that 
the input o f the senses was necessary to the formation of 
most human knowledge about the world. But she claimed 
that the materialists, those prodigal heirs of Locke who had 
so troubled Howe, were guilty of exaggerating the impor-
tance of the senses, downplaying or dismissing altogether the 
crucial, even “godlike” role that the mind must play. Already 
anticipating Kant’s influence on America’s emerging Roman-
tic movement, M inot greeted Howe’s experiment as part of a 
broader intellectual revolution against materialism. “The 
senses, which in philosophy have long been lord of the as-
cendant, and claimed to be the source o f all the godlike 
thoughts of the soul, are now hiding their diminished heads. 
The ideal is regaining its rightful domain, and restricting 
them  more and more to the mere threshold of the soul’s 
temple.”40

As important as Howe’s experiment was for the vindi-
cation of the intellect and the ideal, M inot was more 
impressed by the breakthrough he had made in ap-

plying the scientific m ethod to the study o f  the hum an 
mind. Rationalists and empiricists, she explained, had been 
deadlocked for centuries in an armchair debate over the ori-
gin of hum an ideas in large part because they lacked the 
techniques for investigating the matter first-hand. Infants, 
M inot suggested, offer an ideal testing ground for resolving 
these questions about the workings of the human mind, yet 
this fertile field of scientific investigation was abandoned to 
mothers, their own minds hopelessly distracted by the “petty 
cares and duties” of child-rearing. Facts were needed, data 
gathered by “the closest attention of a cautious and philo-
sophic observer.”41

Howe’s experiment, M inot suggested, represented an en-
tirely new and scientific approach to ancient moral ques-
tions, the chance at last to gather “details such as the
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philosopher has long sought in vain.” Howe had found in 
Laura Bridgman an ideal specimen to study. Even infants 
learned at lightning speed, but Laura’s mental processes were 
slowed by her handicaps. “The steps of her progress are la-
borious,” M inot explained, “which enables a careful observer 
to note them accurately.” She added that it was the scientific 
community’s great fortune that fate had entrusted this case 
to Howe, a philosopher and “a man of candid and accurate 
habits of m ind.”42

In spite o f all the praise heaped upon Howe by his con-
temporaries for his scientific credentials and careful observa-
tion, the flaws in his famous “experiment” on the role the 
senses play in creating mind seem glaringly obvious to even 
a casual observer today. To refute the doctrine that “the 
m ind is the result o f sensation,” Howe would necessarily 
have had to show that Laura Bridgman’s mental life existed 
independent o f all sensory input. After her illness, Laura en-
joyed considerably less outside stimulation than the average 
person, but w ith her single sense of touch her m ind was 
never devoid of a sensory connection with the world around 
her.

Perhaps sensitive to this flaw in his experiment, Howe 
often minimized the importance of the sense of touch, dis-
missing it as the least articulate and the crudest o f senses. He 
portrayed the girl, prior to her education at Perkins, as little 
more than a cartesian corpuscle, bouncing in a cold and bar-
ren world made up only of space and matter. Even her own 
younger brothers and sisters, Howe wrote, “were but forms 
of matter which resisted her touch, but which differed not 
from the furniture, save in warmth and in the power of loco-
motion. And not even in these respects from the dog and 
the cat.”43

Yet Laura’s sense o f touch was undeniably an essential 
stimulus to her mind after her illness; and, judging from the 
affection she expressed to her family and the num ber of 
household duties she performed, the sense o f touch con-
veyed a great deal more to her mind than Howe acknowl-
edged. W ith o u t dow nplaying the severity o f  the ch ild ’s 
plight or the value o f Howe’s hum anitarian act, it seems 
clear that at no point during her illness and isolation did 
Laura ever resemble the child which he described as a “soul 
buried a thousand fathoms deep— so deep that no one could 
reach it or make a sign to it.”44

The most im portant challenge to Howe’s claim that his 
experiment had proven that the mind operates independent 
of the senses comes from the fact that Laura Bridgman expe-
rienced the full range of sense experience for more than two 
years before her illness, and had even begun to develop her 
powers of language. Howe repeatedly probed his pupil for 
evidence that she remembered any of the impressions she re-
ceived in those years, even resorting to experiments with 
hypnotism, then known as the new science o f “animal mag-
netism.” He concluded that, “to the best of my judgement, 
she has no recollection.” Since she was unable to recall any-
thing of the world of sights and sounds from her first two 
years o f life, Howe concluded that the influence o f these 
sensations had been completely erased from her brain, at 
least “for all practical purposes.”45

As years went by, his accounts o f the child’s earliest years
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usually omitted mention of her early language skills, or even 
her experience of sight and sound. She had been deaf and 
blind, he began to write, “from her tender infancy.” W hen 
some of his contemporaries expressed skepticism, suggesting 
that Laura’s remarkable progress in learning language was 
due to “some remembrance of oral language,” Howe could 
only accuse them of being “metaphysical hairsplitter[s].”46

Today, with the benefit o f a century and a half of empiri-
cal research, psychologists tell us that the sensory impres-
sions gathered in the first two years of life are both indelible 
and enormously im portant to proper mental development. 
In fact, subsequent work with the deaf and blind has shown 
that those born into this state face nearly insurm ountable 
barriers to mental development. Howe’s breakthrough to 
Laura was a remarkable achievement o f pedagogy, and a 
great act o f human kindness, but in the end it could not re-
solve the ancient complexities of the role that the senses play 
in forming human knowledge.47

The efforts Howe made to explain away these flaws in his 
experiment suggest that he was well aware o f them. Yet, in 
all the scientific discussion of Howe’s work during his life-
time, there was little explicit criticism of his methodology. 
N ot until the next generation of more empirically sophisti-
cated psychologists arose were the flaws in Howe’s experi-
ment made plain. In 1879, G. Stanley Hall, the last scientist 
to examine Laura Bridgman in person, concluded that she 
could rem em ber no th ing  o f  her first two years. But he 
added, “Yet, when we reflect on the amazingly rapid self-ed-
ucation of infantile life through the senses and its funda-
mental nature, it is impossible to believe that its effect can 
ever be entirely obliterated.” Hall conjectured that Bridg-
man’s “insatiable curiosity” about a world she could neither 
see nor hear was one crucial rem nant from her first two 
years.48 Perhaps even more im portant, her relatively rapid 
understanding o f the nature and use o f language was no 
doubt a product of her early linguistic development.

One possible explanation for the widespread uncritical ac-
ceptance of Howe’s method and conclusions is the fact that 
they accorded so well w ith the prevailing wisdom  o f his 
time. Laura Bridgman delighted the Anglo-American intel-
lectual community because she seemed to prove what they 
had already believed. Defenders of the Christian faith wel-
comed what they took to be scientific evidence o f an imma-
terial soul. Others in this era of democratic reform, individ-
ualism, and expansion embraced Howe’s claim that Laura 
Bridgman proved that the hum an spirit, however humble, 
could conquer the m ost form idable physical obstacles. 
Steven Jay Gould, the historian o f  science, has suggested 
that scientific attempts to describe and measure the human 
mind have often been “virtually free from the constraints o f 
fact.” One reason, says Gould, is that the study of the mind 
is typically “invested with very little reliable information. 
W hen the ratio o f data to social impact is so low, a history of 
scientific attitudes may be little more than an oblique record 
of social change.”49

According to Gould, the likelihood that an observer’s 
bias will corrupt the objectivity o f an experim ent is in -
creased not only by the social significance of the results but 
also by the scarcity of reliable scientific evidence. In this re-
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gard, the obvious flaws in Howe’s experim ent reveal the 
primitive state of experimental psychology in the antebel-
lum period. In the previous century, the thinkers o f the En-
lightenm ent had called for a new, scientific study o f the 
human mind. Locke, as a pioneer in psychological specula-
tion, founded his new science o f the m ind on the method 
of “introspection,” the careful observation of the processes 
of one’s own mind. This approach was vulnerable to the 
charge that each observer’s self-reflections are inevitably 
subjective, even solipsistic.50

Howe, like many in his time, dismissed the introspective 
approach used by Locke and, later, the  com m on sense 
philosophers, as hopelessly flawed. “They all hold up con-
sciousness as a mirror before them ,” he wrote two years be-
fore finding Laura Bridgman, “and think they see there an 
image o f man which they attem pt to describe; but alas! the 
mirror is so narrow that it will admit but one image at a 
time, and that the image of him who holds it up.” Echoing 
the prevailing scientific wisdom of his day, Howe concluded 
that such an approach “must ever err.”51

Thus it was left to Howe and other nineteenth-century 
heirs o f the Enlightenment to devise a new model o f psycho-
logical investigation, based on the systematic observation of 
the minds of others. Howe’s work, flawed as it was, must be 
understood in this context— as an early attem pt to find a 
new m ethod o f em pirical psychological research. By at-
tempting to study the processes of Laura’s mind rather than 
those of his own, Howe anticipated the course of future ex-
perimental psychological research. But clearly his own bi-
ases, and those of his society, compromised his observations 
and his conclusions, making his work no more objective 
than that of his predecessors.

Because Howe’s earliest findings confirmed his society’s 
cherished belief in an im m aterial soul, m any observers 
hailed him as a profound philosopher and a pioneering sci-
entist of the human mind. But Howe’s work with Laura was 
just beginning at this point. He vowed to carry on, learning 
what he could o f the operations of the m ind as he studied 
the gradual unfolding of “the moral and intellectual nature 
of this interesting child.” Having proven the existence of the 
soul, he now proposed to dissect it, to search for clues to its 
internal nature.

As ever, Howe brought his own biases into this investiga-
tion. But at this point his assumptions about what he ex-
pected to find veered off from the broad intellectual consen-
sus shared by Anglo-American Christendom. He would find 
in his exotic pupil a m ind and soul that operated according 
to phrenological laws that mirrored his own liberal faith. 
While Howe’s famous experiment began with universal ad-
miration and acclaim, the doctor would soon find himself 
mired in controversy. □
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