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praise for eli clare

“Using the language of the elemental world, [Eli Clare}
delineates a complex human intersection and transmutes
cruelty into its opposite—a potent, lifegiving remedy.”

— Alison Bechdel, creator of Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic
and Dykes to Watch Out For

“Eli Clare’s Exile and Pride . . . challengels} us to think beyond
identity politics. This set of nine interconnected essays defies
categorization in its exploration not only of queerness and
disability but also of class, race, urban-rural divides, gender
identity, sexual abuse, environmental destruction, and the
meaning of home. . . . Clare gives us a vision of a broad-based
and intersectional politics that can move us beyond the current
divisions of single-issue movements.”

—Rachel Rosenbloom, The Women'’s Review of Books

“Eli’s work detonates inside of you, right to the edges of where
you balance.”
— Amber L. Hollibaugh, author of My Dangerous Desires:
A Queer Girl Dreaming Her Way Home

“The books that move us most are the ones that help us make
sense of our experience, that take pieces of what we already
know and put it together with new insights, new analysis,
enabling us to form a fresh vision of ourselves and our lives.
For me, Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider and Adrienne Rich’s
On Lies, Secrets and Silence were such books, and there were
significant others along the way. And now there’s Eli Clare’s
Exile and Pride.”

— Suzanne Pharr, author of Homophobia: A Weapon of Sexism
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foreword to the 2015 edition

AURORA LEVINS MORALES

THERE IS A KIND OF ART that acts on me like a bell. It vibrates
through me, filling me with harmonics. Some creative act arising
out of another life stirs the deep place where my own creativity
wells up and has me frantically searching my pockets for scraps of
paper, so I can scribble down the fragments of fresh language that
bubble up to answer it.

It isn’t triggered by talent or insight alone. I encounter fine
writing, exquisite music, and visual art every day that I appreciate,
without feeling that pulse of stillness, that stirring of wings. It
happens when the artist’s courage has stripped away everything
false. When what is left rings so true that the true things I ache
to say hum in response. Exzle and Pride is that kind of art.

I am writing this the day after nationwide demonstrations once
more filled the streets with outrage at the impunity of racist vi-
olence. I am writing this at the end of a year in which my heart
ricocheted between Gaza, Ayotzinapa, and Ferguson, in which I
became physically ill from rage, grief, and fear that had no outlet,
frustrated by my body’s inability to march and shout; the poetry
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choking in my throat from the seeming impossibility of complex
truths in the face of such atrocity.

I, a tortured child who wrote about not abandoning the hu-
manity of my torturers, have been unable to write about what lies
at the root of the horrors committed in Gaza, of young Israelis
chanting K7/l Arabs and cheering as they watch shells fall on Pal-
estinian homes. Outrage silences nuance, and I can’t find the air
with which to speak of how European elites set Jews up to become
this, how anti-Semitism tangled with racism and European colo-
nialism to create these perpetrators, how Zionism mobilizes terror
into entitlement and hate. To point to the complexity behind the
stark reality of merciless assault seems insulting, useless, as if to
say there is more to the story is to collude.

But these are precisely the moments in which we need more to
the story, need multiple voices, long views, complex analyses, the
challenging alliances that take so much sweat and sophistication
to hammer out. We need to be willing to know ourselves, become
more and more fully conscious of all that we bring to the table,
speak honestly and accountably from our specific, many layered
lives. So this is where I begin, a bisexual, chronically ill, mixed-
class Puerto Rican Jew, reading a book that makes me ring like
a bell.

There are some striking resemblances between Eli Clare’s life
and mine, and many equally striking differences. We both grew
up marginally middle class in poor rural communities where a
landscape we loved (“with a rumbling in our bones”) was being
ransacked by distant corporate powers, who wreaked their havoc
with and upon the hands and hungers of the people we also, am-
bivalently, loved.

For Eli the place was Port Orford, Oregon, a white, working-
class logging and salmon fishing town. For me it was Indiera Baja,
at the border of two coffee- and banana-growing townships in
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western Puerto Rico, among poorer than working-class Indo-
Afro-Euro-Caribbean people directly targeted by imperialism.
Both of us grew up with broken cars in people’s yards and affection
for the details, the smells, sounds, and colors (“wood chips flying,
coffee berries fermenting”), and respect for the hard work and skill
of our neighbors, laboring in industries that put food on tables
and destroyed the land. Both of us were left with clear-cut slopes
like great wounds across the natural world that gave us solace, and
crumbling economies that left our communities desperate.

Both of us were sexually assaulted and tortured through many
years. Eli by his father and his father’s friends, I by a ring of child
pornographers and traffickers through my school, both of us in
ways that are inescapably and intricately bound up with larger sys-
tems of social control.

We are both migrants from forests to cities, with all the loss
that entails, but for Eli it was also an escape. For me it was un-
chosen and, bitterly, unreservedly mourned, and yet ultimately
migration granted me my writer’s split tongue, made harsh and
sweet by uprooting. In the cities where we landed, Eli writes about
confronting class and urbanism. I write about confronting racism
and sexual violence, changing countries, climates, and languages.

Eli’s family was part of the bigoted, conservative world in
which he grew up. My radical family was targeted by anticom-
munism, and the political rifts in my life were never with my par-
ents. Both of us think about the meaning of exile, which “implies
not only loss, but a sense of allegiance and connection—however
ambivalent—to the place left behind,” about how the pursuit of
individual sovereignty is so weighted with losses. What it takes to
construct collective sovereignties without exiles.

Eli found a place to belong among urban, politicized dykes.
For me, being bisexual in the ’7os, ’8os, and ’9os meant never
being fully welcomed there, and while queerness is an important
part of my identity, it’s never been my main source of comfort
and belonging. Instead I have relied on pockets of solidarity and
rest whose demographics vary: Jewish radicalism, Latin American

X111 —-
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revolutionaries, feminists of various kinds, circles where queer-
ness, disability, and brown skin overlap.

Eli was disabled from birth, in easily perceivable ways. My dis-
abilities began as illnesses and are easily overlooked or disbelieved.
As we each navigate the slippery business of naming, Eli wrestles
with the complicated history and impact of the word frek, as I do
with a constellation of words surrounding sickness and trauma.

The specificity of Eli’s telling, its blunt honesty and sensory
detail, is what draws me in, wins my respect and trust. But what
sends me scrambling for a pen, what interrupts my reading over and
over with the urge to write, is neither the familiarity of what we
share nor my curiosity about what we don’t. It’s not just the what.
It’s the how.

In his introduction to the second edition of Exile and Pride, Eli
writes that this book is about home and clarifies: “I mean how
we have fled from and yearned toward home. In the end I mean a
deeply honest multi-issue politics that will make home possible.”
Then he goes on to say:

Body as home, but only if it is understood that place and community
and culture burrow deep into our bones. . . . Body as home, but only
if it is understood that bodies can be stolen, fed lies and poison, torn
away from us. . . . Body as home, but only if it is understood that the

stolen body can be reclaimed.

But only if it is understood that complexity, contradiction, am-
biguity, ambivalence are what we need. Whether the topic is the
disdainful classism of urban environmentalists, characterizing
loggers as stupid, brutish, and to blame, or the layered meanings of
sexual objectification for disabled people, what Eli requires of us
as readers, again and again, is that we enter into a place of tension,
and stay there, vibrate with it, take in the multiple points of view
that tug at us. “Building a politics that reflects all the multiplic-
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ity in our lives and in the world isn’t optional,” he declares, “but
rather, absolutely necessary.”

My father, an ecologist and fifth-generation radical, taught me
this: “When two legitimate needs seem to be in conflict, neither
side is asking for enough.” We need an economy that saves both
trees and people, a sexual culture that honors desire and sover-
eignty in all humans. Our job is not to discover the single issue
that trumps all others, to fight for the priority of what presses on
our own skin. It’s to seek out the places where those skins rub,
the spark-filled junctions where we could find ways to say a bigger
yes, where we can add layer upon layer of meaning, rejoice in the
complexity of our lives and use it to expand our desires beyond the
limits of what we thought possible.

Eli credits the work of radical women of color with his early po-
litical education, naming the Combahee River Collective and the
anthology This Bridge Called My Back. Speaking for myself, that
work, of which I was a part, grew from our passionate rejection
of single-issue organizing, pressed to choose between sexism and
racism, to divide ourselves for the sake of other people’s ease. It
grew from standing in doorways we couldn’t enter with our whole
selves, where our multiple loyalties were attacked as treason in-
stead of being recognized as the richly generative forces they are.
I well remember those literal rooms full of argument where we
struggled for alliance, often bitterly, urgently, angrily, reaching,
nonetheless, for a politics that was both expansive and sharp.

In Exile and Pride Eli Clare brings us into one such room after
another, to tangled moments that pit potential allies against each
other, where the contradictions are deep and painful. In beauti-
fully crafted prose that is both intensely vulnerably personal, and
incisively analytical, he invites us to step up, to confront the shift-
ing contexts and mixed allegiances that undermine self-righteous
certainties, and go for something more difficult and rewarding.

XU —
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In the center of the book, halfway between its covers, at the “jag-
ged edge where self-hatred meets pride,” lies an essential question:
How do we construct and reconstruct self-love in the face of the
corrosive dehumanization and abusiveness oppression inflicts?
How do we sift our traumatic histories for what we can celebrate
and be proud of, for nuggets of inspiration, affirmation, self-
respect? When can a derogatory term be repurposed into a vehicle
of self-affirmation, and when does the stench of its history prove
too intolerable?

Scanning a catalogue of examples, including gueer and crip,
which he embraces, Eli stops at frezk to unravel his gut reactions
and intellectual probing. He asks us to consider the freak show,
simultaneously a site of both unabashed exploitation and degra-
dation, and a sometimes sparkling defiance and agency. While
proponents and detractors alike tend to simplify the freak show
story to one of victimhood or heroism, Eli’s exploration is nuanced
and contextual.

The collective history is hard to reduce to a pure story of resistance
and subversion that I want to celebrate and use. . .. This collision
of histories leads me to think about the act of witnessing. Are there
kinds of freakdom . .. that we need to bear witness to rather than

incorporate into our pride? How does witness differ from pride?

For me as well as for Eli, ¢cr4p and gueer slide much more eas-
ily into the realm of pride, and frezk makes me wince. My body
only intermittently proclaims my freakishness. Only for the few
minutes, once every few years, that I am actually convulsing on
the ground, tongue bloody, garments soaked with urine, am I ex-
hibitable as that kind of strange. It’s the tip of an intricate, often
beautiful iceberg of neurological difference that, most of the time,
no one else can tell is there. But in spite of a long history of epilep-
tics being confined and hidden from public view, the people who
abused me provoked and exhibited my seizures. In some way, my



foreword to the 2015 edition

neurology contributed to my value in the international industry of
child pornography and prostitution. So in spite of my normative
body, I have a stake in the discussion.

But as Eli leads us, step by step, through the contradictions
of that century-long phenomenon— the financial success and pro-
fessional control of some freak show stars and the price paid for it,
the impossibility of autonomy or reward for the unnamed Africans
and indigenous people exhibited as savages, the toxicity of the
stares and of the fictions woven around their bodies, the collu-
sion of freak show managers and performers to exploit the gullible
rubes, the affirmation of their normalcy that audiences sought and
paid for, and the subsequent rise of a horrifying contemporary
medicalized freakdom dominated by doctors and telethon hosts,
of medical stripping and institutional incarceration, with few ave-
nues for defiance—1I find myself reaching for my pencil to sketch a
parallel inquiry into words like sick, which the chronically ill have
begun reclaiming, and /nvalid, which so far we have not.

Sparks of questions fly off the page where our lives collide:
‘What do the profound differences between disability and illness
mean for organizing? What does it mean for our political work
that more and more illnesses, from epilepsy to Ebola, are linked
with environmental causes, that the binding of land and body is
not just metaphorical, but profoundly physical? Has tourism, with
its underbelly of sexual exploitation, taken up some part of the
freak show’s racist legacy? (As I write this I remember the cruise
ships docking in San Juan, the camera dangling hordes rushing
through the streets, posing whomever they can grab beside palm
trees or holding coconuts, the avid gaze devouring the exotic and
making my skin crawl.) What are the reasons, historical and vis-
ceral, that mark the words I will and will not accept? When do
we celebrate, when do we howl with rage, when do we witness and
mourn?

XV —
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In a talk I gave this year in Havana, called “Histerimonia: Dec-
larations of a Trafficked Girl,” I wrote of the place where I was
born, a rural section of the township of Maricao. The word mari-
cao means the suffering or sacrifice of a woman named Mari. It’s
also a tree of the ever more deforested highlands of my country.
The place where I collided with two kinds of violence, sexual and
ecological. For me, the destruction of the land and the poisoning
and violation of my body are inseparable, wound together on the
spindle of a conquest that from the beginning was narrated as a
sexual act.

In the final section, Eli digs deep into the body’s traumas,
detailing how, through sexual and physical abuse “adults teach
children bodily lessons about power and hierarchy.” He goes on to
say, “At the same time, our bodies are not merely blank slates upon
which the powers that be write their lessons. We cannot ignore
the body itself: the sensory, mostly non-verbal experience of our
hearts and lungs, muscles and tendons, telling the world who we
are.” It’s an affirmation of resilience.

Writing in 1998 about the ways that land becomes a metaphor
in the politics of migration, colonialism, national liberation, I say
something similar: “whenever I sit here listening to the wind in
the trees, the haunting cry of the lizard cuckoos in the valley pro-
claiming the coming downpour, smell the sunbaked ferns and de-
caying banana leaves and feel the dense clay under me, the symbol
begins to unravel. Slowly, as I listen to it, the land becomes itself
again.” Wounded and alive, body, earth, and the kinships we build
from them remain our deepest sources of renewal.

“Gender reaches into disability; disability wraps around class; class
strains against abuse, abuse snarls into sexuality; sexuality folds
on top of race ... everything finally piling into a single human
body. To write about any aspect of identity, any aspect of the body,
means writing about this entire maze.”
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Whenever I find myself unable to write my way through the
maze to where I thought I was going, I write about why I can’t
write. I turn toward the wound and listen. This is the practice that
shines throughout this book: Eli Clare keeps turning us toward
the obstacle, the wound, the complication, and in doing so, turns
us toward each other. Turns us toward the place of passionate dis-
agreement, the seeming conflict of real needs.

So I turn again to the land and to our bodies, to the broken
cedar and guayacan, and our bodies’ theft by sexual violation, to
mudslides and erosion, nightmares and scars, and the possibility
of reclaiming our bodies, lands, and peoples. To this truth: “But
just as the stolen body exists, so does the reclaimed body .. .a
bone once fractured, now whole, but different from the bone never
broken.”

I was asked, once, “how do you live with so much fracturing,
so much loss?” The story of what is broken, 1 answered, is something
whole.

“The stolen body, the reclaimed body, the body that knows
itself and the world, the stone and the heat that warms it: my body
has never been singular. Disability snarls into gender. Class wraps
around race. Sexuality strains against abuse. This is how to reach
beneath the skin.”

Skin of our bodies and skin of the world. This is how to under-
stand the land as well as the flesh. To be unsingular, fractured and
whole, grieving and proud, in universal solidarity and difficult al-
liance, never to allow urgency or burning injury to keep us from
demanding the whole, intricate, inclusive story.

Exile and Pride doesn’t provide us with answers, but neither
does it only pose questions. Instead it keeps issuing this challeng-
ing invitation: to bring our whole broken selves to these problems
within which we struggle and engage them with all of our beings.
Search your pockets. Start jotting it down, your own map of con-
tradictions. I have to go now. Everything is humming. I need to
write.

X2X —
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A challenge to single-issue politics: reflections from a decade later

IN THE DECADE SINCE the initial release of Exile and Pride, I've
often been asked, “What do you want readers to take away from
your book?” The answer has become one of my activist mantras:
“I want nondisabled progressive activists to add disability to their
political agenda. And at the same time I want disability activists
to abandon their single-issue politics and strategies.” My answer
remains as true in 2009 as it was in 1999.

It’s only been ten years, but I must say I'm impatient for my
mantra to lose its relevancy. How long must we wait, for instance,
before ADAPT and Critical Resistance join forces? As an identity-
based, disability rights organization, ADAPT organizes direct-
action protests to shut down nursing homes and stop the institu-
tionalization of disabled people. In the last two decades, hundreds,
if not thousands, of disability activists have been arrested while
blockading doors, occupying offices, and stopping traffic. During
the same period of time, Critical Resistance has organized grass-
roots opposition to the prison-industrial complex, rejecting prison
reform as a viable strategy and building support for prison abo-
lition. How would a vision of liberation be reshaped if these two
groups understood and acted upon the connections between
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different ways of locking people up and between the different in-
stitutions profiting from these incarcerations?

Unfortunately, not many disability or nondisabled progressive
groups engage in multi-issue thinking and organizing that deeply
embed disability politics into an agenda that includes race, class,
gender, and sexuality. At an ADAPT demo recently, I saw a flyer
that read “You think prison is bad, try a nursing home.” In one
simple slogan, disability activists advanced a hierarchy of institu-
tions and oppressions, defined disability as their sole focus, and
revealed profound ignorance about the ways being locked up in
prisons cause bone-crushing damage, particularly in communities
of color. This slogan and the disability politics behind it leave little
chance for making connections and addressing the daily complex-
ities of folks who know the grief and outrage of both prisons and
nursing homes.

I'd like to introduce disability activists to prison activists, to
stories of solitary confinement, rape, and death row, to the ram-
pant injustice of the so-called criminal justice system and the stag-
gering incarceration rates for Black and Latino/a men, women, and
trans people. In turn, I'd like prison activists to hear disability
stories about nursing homes, group homes, psych wards, and state-
run hospitals, about neglect, punishment, rape, abuse of power,
about the many pressures that force disabled people into insti-
tutions and trap them there. The ensuing conversations across
communities and issues— hours of talk about violence, isolation,
forced sterilization, medical experimentation, institutional cruelty
and indifference—would be painful and vitally important, expos-
ing the interlocking power structures that both cause disability
and lock up disabled people.

Through the work and words of feminists of color in the 1980s
and early '9os, I learned the multi-issue politics that inform Exz/e
and Pride. In important ways this book wouldn’t exist without
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the writings of Cherrie Moraga and Chrystos, Nellie Wong and
Barbara Smith, Angela Davis and Beth Brant, among others.
Today many activists talk about multiple identities, intersectional
politics, and integrated analysis as if these ideas have always been
at the core of progressive thought. But in 1977 when the Combahee
River Collective wrote its well-known statement, those women
were declaring a profound truth—brand-new to many activists
and at the same time rooted in the work of earlier Black feminists:

[Wle are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual,
heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our particular task the
development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact
that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis
of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives.*

My political education started here with feminists of color
insisting upon the many ways in which patriarchy, white suprem-
acy, and capitalism define, impact, reinforce, and contradict each
other. I can’t even count the lessons I learned from them about
institutional power and personal accountability, the twine of op-
pression and privilege. Amidst all this, I also began to reframe my
life as a disabled person, the blunt grind of bullying and shame
slowly turning into a nuanced identity connected to political un-
derstanding and action. Audre Lorde’s matter-of-factness about
her vision impairment and ferocity about cancer’s connection to
social injustice, as well as Essex Hemphill’s unflinching analysis of
and activism around AIDS, prompted my initial questioning and
curiosity about bodily difference s political. The revelation that
my cerebral palsy might be something other than pain, grief, and
burden split me open. Audre and Essex did this for me while never
directly using the words disability or ableism but deeply embedding

*Combahee River Collective, “The Combahee River Collective Statement”
(1977) in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, ed.
Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua (Watertown, MA: Persephone Press,
1981), 210.

XX241—



—xxtv  preface to the 2009 edition

issues of bodily difference into their braids of racism, homopho-
bia, dassism, and sexism. Exzle and Pride builds upon those politics.

Twenty-six years since first picking up that groundbreaking an-
thology of writings by women of color called This Bridge Called
My Back and ten years since the initial release of Exile and Pride,
I—Ilike all of us—am practicing my politics during a protracted
time of war. Even as pundits and politicians claim that the US
war in Iraq might soon be coming to an end, war in Afghanistan
is escalating. There is no foreseeable end to the war on terror, the
war on drugs, the many wars of occupation funded by the United
States. We live in a time of unrelenting war.

The work of stopping US bombs from being dropped and
bringing the US troops home, of ending war and creating last-
ing peace with justice requires a fundamental commitment to
multi-issue organizing. At an anti-war protest not long ago, I saw a
placard announcing “An eye for an eye will make the whole world
blind.” This slogan is one of many that turns disability into a meta-
phor, reinforces that disability means broken and is fundamentally
undesirable, and ignores the multitude of actual lived disability
experiences connected to war. For folks who know blindness/
disability as a consequence of crushing military force, the “eye for
an eye” slogan offers a superficial rationale for nonviolence but no
lasting justice. In response, I'd like to stand next to those anti-war
activists and hold a placard that reads “Another crip for peace,” or
maybe, “Blindness is sexy; military force is not.”

Because disability is one of the major consequences of war, we
need an anti-war politics that doesn’t transform disability into a
symbol of either patriotism or tragedy, a politics that thinks hard
about disability. Who gets killed, and who becomes disabled?
Who profits from that killing and disabling? Whose bodies are
used as weapons, and whose are treated as expendable? What hap-
pens to the countless people shattered, broken, burned, terrorized?
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How is wartime violence brought home, in which nightmares and
flashbacks, in what rage and addiction? All the answers depend
upon naming disability and committing to a multi-layered analysis
of how white supremacy, capitalism, patriarchy, imperialism, and
ableism work in concert.

Building a politics that reflects all the multiplicity in our lives
and in the world isn’t optional, but rather absolutely necessary.
Exile and Pride is one small part of that building project. When
I'm asked, “Tell me, what is your book about?” I always pause.
The request seems straightforward. But how do I sum up a book
that ranges from the clearcuts of Oregon to the history of the
freak show, from the complexities of queer rural working-class
organizing to the disability politics of sexual objectification? Inev-
itably, I answer, “Home.” I mean place, body, identity, community,
family as home. I mean the hay pastures, trees, rocks, beaches,
abandoned lots, kitchen tables, and sunflowers out back that have
held and sustained us. I mean how we have fled from and yearned
toward home. In the end, I mean a deeply honest multi-issue poli-
tics that will make home possible.

XXU—






A Note abour Gender,

or Why Is This White Guy
Writing about Being a
Lesbian?

TWELVE YEARS AGO as I finished drafting “Stones in My Pockets,
Stones in My Heart,” the last essay in this book, I wrote,

If I live long enough to see the world break free of the gender binary,
will T find home not as a butch dyke, a woman by default, but as some
third, fourth, fifth gender? Some gender that seems more possible
since trans people have started to organize, build community, speak
out about our lives. Some gender I have already started reaching

toward.

Over the last decade in my continued process of reaching,
I've chosen to slide across some gender line. This process is most
commonly understood as gender transition, but I've experienced
it less as one discrete transition from woman to man than as a long
meandering slide. Today I live in the world as a man, even while
my internal sense of gender is as a genderqueer, neither man nor
woman. At the same time, I have no desire to abandon or disown
my long history as a girl, a tomboy, a dyke, a woman, a butch.
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a note about gender

In many trans and queer communities today, my particular
gendered story is not all that unusual. But outside those commu-
nities, the reality of a white guy having a long, prideful lesbian
past can be totally disorienting. Rather than explain myself in the
face of cultural confusion, anger, and/or hatred, I yearn for the day
when all the rules that confine and constrain gender, that punish
gender transgression—rules shaped by misogyny, transphobia,
homophobia, and shaped again by white supremacy, capitalism,
ableism—come crashing down. I want my gendered story to be
one of many stories that defy, bend, smash the gender binary. But
in the end, what I really want is for all the many gendered possibil-
ities in the world to be, not normal, but rather profoundly ordinary
and familiar.
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the mountain

1. A METAPHOR

The mountain as metaphor looms farge in the lives of marginalized
peopile, people whose bones get crushed in the grind of capitalism,
patriarchy, white supremacy. How many of us have struggled up the
mountain, measured ourselves against it, failed up there, lived in
its shadow? We've hit our heads on glass ceilings, tried to climb the
class jadder, lost fights against assimilation, scrambled toward that
phantom called normality.

We hear from the summit that the world is grand from up
there, that we live down here at the bottom because we are lazy,
stupid, weak, and ugly We decide to climb that mountain, or make
a pact that our children will climb it. The climbing turns out to be
unimaginably difficult. We are afraid; every time we look ahead
we can find nothing remotely familiar or comfortable. We lose the
trail. Our wheelchairs ger stuck. We speak the wrong languages
with the wrong accents, wear the wrong clothes, carry our bodies
the wrong ways, ask the wrong questions, fove the wrong people.
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And it's goddama lonely up there on the mountain. We decide to
stop climbing and build a new house right where we are. Or we
decide to climb back down to the people we love, where the food,
the clothes, the dirt, the sidewalk, the steaming asphalt under our
feet, our crutches, all feel right. Or we find the path again, decide
to continue climbing only to have the very people who told us how
wonderful life is at the summit booby-trap the trail. They burn the
bridge over the impassable canyon. They redraw our topo maps
so that we end up walking in circles. They send their goons—those
working-class and poor people they employ as their official brutes—
to push us over the edge. Maybe we ger to the summit, but prob-
ably not. And the price we pay is huge.

Up there on the mountain, we confront the external forces,
the power brokers who benefit so much from the status quo and
their privileged position at the very summit. But just as vividly, we
come face-to-face with our own bodies, all that we cherish and
despise, alf that lies imbedded there. This 1 know because 1 have
caught myself lurching up the mountain.

II. A SUPERCRIP STORY

I am a gimp, a crip, disabled with cerebral palsy. The story of me
lueching up the mountain begins not on the mountain, but with
one of the dominant images of disabled people, the supercrip. A
boy without hands bats 486 on his Little League team. A blind
man hikes the Appalachian Trail from end to end. An adolescent
girl with Down syndrome learns to drive and has a boyfriend. A guy
with one leg runs across Canada. The nondisabled world is satu-
rated with these stories: stories about gimps who engage in activi-
tics as grand as walking 2,500 miles or as mundane as learning to
drive. They focus on disabled people “overcoming” our disabilities.
They reinforce the superiority of the nondisabled body and mind.
They turn individual disabled people, who are simply leading their
lives, into symbols of inspiration.

Supercrip stories never focus on the conditions that make it
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so difficult for people with Down syndrome to have romantic part-
ners, for blind people to have adventures, for disabled kids to play
sports. 1 dont mean medical conditions. 1 mean material, social,
legal conditions. I mean lack of access, lack of employment, lack
of education, lack of personaf attendant services, I mean sterco-
types and attitudes. I mean oppression. The dominant story about
disability should be about ableism, not the inspirational supercrip
crap, the believe-it-or-not disability story.

I've been a supercrip in the mind’s eye of nondisabled people
more than once. Running cross-country and track in high school, I
came in dead last in more races than I care to count. My tense,
wiry body, right foot wandering out to the side as 1 grew tired,
pushed against the miles, the stopwatch, the final back stretch, the
last muddy hill. Sometimes 1 was lapped by the front-runners in
races as short as the mile. Sometimes I trailed everyone on a cross-
country course by two, three, four minutes. I ran because I loved
to run, and yet after every race, strangers came to thank me, cry
over me, tell me what an inspiration 1 was. To them,  was not just
another hopelessly slow, tenacious high school athlete, but super-
crip, tragic brave girl with CP, courageous cripple. It sucked. The
slogan on one of my favorite T-shirts, black cotton inked with big
fluorescent pink letters, one word per line, reads PISS ON PITY.

F———

My lurching up the mountain is another kind of supercrip story, a
story about internafizing supercripdom, about becoming supercrip
in my own mind’s eye, a story about climbing Mount Adams last
sutmmer with my friend Adrianne. We had been planning this trip
for years. Adrianne spent her childhood roaming New Hampshire's
White Mountains and wanted to take me to her favorite haunats,
Six times in six years, we set the trip up, and every time something
fell through at the last minute. Finally, fast summer everything
stayed in place.

I love the mountains almost as much as 1 love che ocean, not

-
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a soft, romantic kind of love, but a deep down rumbie in my bones.
When Adrianne pulled out her trail guides and topo maps and
asked me to choose one of the mountains we'd climb, T looked for
2 big mountain, for a long, hard hike, for a trail char would take us
well above tree line. I picked Mount Adams. I think [ asked Adri-
anneg, “Can I handie this trail?” meaning, “Will 1 have to clamber
across deep gulches on narrow log bridges without hand railings to
get to the top of this mountain?” Without 2 moment's hesitation,
she said, “No problem.”

I have walked from Los Angeles to Washington, DC, on a peace
walk; backpacked solo in the southern Appalachians, along Lake
Superior, on the beaches at Point Reyes; slogged my way over Cot
tonwood Pass and down Souch Manitou’s dunes. Learning to walk
took me longer than most kids—certainly most nondisabled kids. {
was rwo and a half before I figured out how to stand on my own two
fect, drop my heels to the ground, balance my weight on the whole
long flat of each foor. T wore orthopedic shoes—chunky, unbending
monsters—for several years, but never had to suffer through physi-
cal therapy or surgery. Today, 1 can and often do walk unending miles
for the pure joy of walking. In the disability community I am called
a walkie, someone who doesn't use 2 wheelchair, who walks rather
than rolis. Adrianne and I have been hiking buddies for years. 1 never
questioned her judgment. Of course, 1 could handie Mount Adams.

The night before our hike, it rained. In the morning we thought
we might have to postpone. The weather reports from the summit
still iooked uncertain, but by 1o a.m. the clouds started to lift, later
than we had planned to begin bur still okay. The first mile of trail
snaked through steep jumbles of rock, leaving me breathing hard,
sweat drenching my cotton T-shirt, dripping into my eyes. I love
this puil and stretch, quads and calves, lungs and heare, straining,

........

The trail divides and divides again, steeper and rockier now, mov-
ing not around but over piles of craggy granite, mossy and a bit
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stick from the night’s rain, I start having to watch where I put
my feet. Balance has always been somewhat of a problem for me,
my right foot less steady than my left, On uncertain ground, each
step becomes a studied move, especially when my weight is bal-
anced on my right foot. I take the ¢rail stowly, bringing both feet
together, solid on one stone, before leaning into my next step.
This assures my balance, bur 1 lose all the momentum gained
from swinging into a step, touching ground, pushing off again in
the same moment. There is no rhythm to my stop-and-go clam-
ber. 1 know that going down will be worse, gravity underscoring
my lack of balance. I watch Adrianne ahead of me hop from one
rock to the next up this tumble trail of granite. 1 know that she’s
breathing hard, that this is no easy climb, but aiso that each step
ism't a strategic game for her. I stare getting scared as the trail
steepens, then steepens again, the rocks not letting up. 1 cant
think of how [ will ever come down this mountain. Fear sets up
a rumble right alongside the love in my bones. I keep climbing.
Adrianne starts waiting for me every 50 yards or so. 1 finally rel]
her P'm scared.

She’s never hiked this trait before so can’t tell me if this is as
steep as it gets. We study the topo map, do a time check. We have
many hours of daylight ahead of us, but we're both thinking about
how much time it might take me to climb down, using my hands
and butt when I can’t trust my feet. I want to continue up to tree
fine, the pines shorter and shorter, grown twisted and withered,
giving way to scrub brush, then ro lichen-covered granite, up 10
the sun-drenched cap where the mountains all tumbie out toward
the hazy blue horizon. I want to so badly, but fear rumbies next to
love next to real fived physical limitations, and so we decide to turn
around. 1 cry, maybe for the first time, over something I want to
do, had many reasons to believe I could, but really can't. I cry hard,
then get up and follow Adrianne back down the mountain. It's hard
and slow, and 1 use my hands and butt often and wish 1 could use
gravity as Adrianne does to bounce from one flat spot to another,
down this jumbled pile of rocks.
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I thought a lot coming dowa Mount Adams. Thought about bitter
ness. For as long as 1 can remember, I have avoided certain ques-
tions. Would I have been a good runner if I didn't have CP? Could
I have been a surgeon or pianist, a dancer or gymnast? Tempting
questions that have no answers. 1 refuse to enter the territory
marked ditterness. 1 wondered about a friend who calls herself one
of the last of the polio tribe, born just before the polio vaccine’s
discovery. Does she ever ask what her life mighe look like had she
been bora five years fater? On a topo map, bitrerness would be
outlined in red.

I thought about the model of disability that separates impair-
ment from disability. Disability theorise Michael Oliver defines im-
pairment as “lacking part of or all of a limb, or having a defective
limb, organism or mechanism of the body.”™ I lack a fair amount of
fine motor control. My hands shake. I can't play a piano, place my
hands gently on a keyboard, or type even fifteen words a minute.

Whole paragraphs never cascade from my fingertips. My
longhand is a sow scrawl. | have trouble picking up small objects,
putting them down. Diciag onions with a sharp knife purs my
hands at risk. A food processor is not a yuppie kitchen hoory in my
house, but an adaptive device. My gross motor skifls are better but
not great. 1 can walk mile after mile, run and jump and skip and
hop, but dos't expect me to walk a balance beam. A rightrope
would be murder; boulder hopping and rock climbing, not much
better. 1 am not asking for pity. I am telling you about impairment.

QOfiver defines disability as “the disadvantage or restriction of
activity caused by a contemporary social organisation which takes
o or little account of people who have physical fand/or cognitive/
intellectual] impairments and thus excludes them from the main-
stream of society™ I write slowly enough that cashiers get impa-
tient as 1 sign my name to checks, stop talking ro me, turn to my
companions, hand them my receipts. | have failed timed tests, im-
portant tests, because teachers wouldn't alow me extra time to fin~
ish the sheer physical act of writing, wouldr't allow me to use a
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typewriter. | have been tuened away from jobs because my poten-
rial employer believed my slow, slurred speech meant I was stupid,
Everywhere 1 go people stare at me, in sestaurants as [ eat, in gro-
cery stores as 1 fish coins out of my pocket to pay the cashier, in
parks as I play with my dog. I am not asking for piry. I am telling
you about disability.

In large part, disability oppression is about access. Simply be-
ing on Mount Adams, halfway up Air Line Trail, represents a whole
lot of access. When access is measured by curb cuts, ramps, and
whether they are kept clear of snow and ice in the winter; by the
width of doors and height of counters; by the presence or absence
of Braille, closed captions, ASL, and TDDs; my sot being able
to climb all the way to the very top of Mount Adams stops being
about disability. I decided that turning around before reaching the
summit was more about impairment than disability.

But even as 1 formed the thought, T could feel my resistance
to it. To neatly divide disability from impairment doesn't feel right.
My experience of living with CP has been so shaped by ableism——
or to use Oliver’s language, my experience of impairment has been
so shaped by disability-~that I have trouble separating the two.
1 understand the difference between failing a test because some
stupid school rule won't give me more time and failing to summis
Mount Adams because it's too steep and slippery for my feet. The
first failure centers on a socially constructed limitation, the second
on a physical one,

At the same time, both center on my body The faster [ wy
to write, the more my pen slides out of control, muscles spasm,
then contract trying to stop the tremors, my shoulder and upper
arm growing painfully tight, Even though this socially constructed
limitation has a simple solution—access to a typewriter, computer,
tape recorder, or person to take dictation—1 experience the prob-
lem on a very physical level. In the case of the bodily limitation, my
experience is similarly physical. My feet simply dow’t know the nec-
essary balance. 1 lurch along from one rock to the next, carching
myself repeatedly as 1 stare to fall, quads quickly sore from exer
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tion, tension, lack of momentum, These physical experiences, one
caused by a social construction, the other by a bodily limitation,
translate directly into frustration, making me want to crumple
the test 1 can’t finish, hur} the rocks I can'’t climb. This frustration
knows no neat theoretical divide berween disability and impair-
ment. Neither does disappointment nor embarrassment. On good
days, 1 can separate the anger I turn inward at my body from the
anger thar needs to be turned outward, directed at the daily ableist
shit, but there is nothing simple or neat about kindling the latter
while transforming the former. I decided that Oliver’s model of
disability makes theoretical and political sense but misses impor
tant emotional realities.

I thought of my nondisabled friends who don’t care for camp-
ing, hiking, or backpacking. They would never spend a vacation
sweat-drenched and breathing hard halfway up a mountain, |
started to list their names, told Adrianne what 1 was doing, She
reminded me of other friends who enjoy easy day hikes on smooth,
well-maintained trails. Many of them would never even attempt
the tumbled trail of rock 1 climbed for an hour and a half before
turning around. We added their names to my list. It turned into a
long roster, 1 decided that if part of what happened to me up there
was about impairment, another part was abous desire, my desire (o
climb mountains.

I thought about supercrips. Some of us—-the boy who bats
-486, the man who through-hikes the A T—accomplish something
teuly extraordinary and become supercrips, Others of us—the
teenager with Down syndrome who has a boyfriend, the kid with
CP who runs track and cross-country—Iead entirely ordinary lives
and stilt become supercrips. Nothing about having a boyfriend or
running cross-country is particularly noteworthy. Bat .486 or have
a boyfriend, it doesn’t matter; either way we are astonishing. In the
creation of supercrip stories, nondisabled people don't celebrate
any particular achievement, however extraordinary or mundane.
Rather, these stories rely upon the perception that disability and
achievement contradict each other and that any disabled person
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who overcomes this contradiction is heroic.

To believe that achievement contradicts disability is to pair
helpiessness with disability, a pairing for which crips pay an awful
price. The nondisabled world locks us away in nursing homes. It
deprives us the resources to live independently? It physically and
sexually abuses us in astoundingly high numbers.2 It refuses to give
us jobs because even when a workplace is accessibie, the speech
impediment, the limp, the ventilator, the seeing-eye dog are read
as signs of inability’ The price is incredibly high,

And here, supercrip turns complicated. On the other side of super
cripdom lie pity, tragedy, and the nursing home. Disabled people
know this, and in our process of knowing, some of us internalize
the crap, We make supercrip our own, particularly the type that
pushes into the extraordinary, cracks into our physical limitations.
We use supercripdom as a shield, a protection, as if this mdividual
internalization could defend us against disability oppression.

I climbed Mount Adams for an hour and a half scared, not sure
1'd ever be able to climb down, knowing that on the next rock my
balance could give out, and yet I climbed. Climbed surely because |
wanted the summit, because of the love rumbling in my bones. But
ctimbed alse because | wanted to say, “Yes, 1 have CP, but see. See,
watch me. I can climb mountains to0.” T wanted to prove myself
once again. { wanted to overcome my CP.

Overcoming has a powerful grip, Back home, my friends told
me, “But you can walk any of us under the table.” My sister, a seri-
ous mountain climber who spends many a weekend high up in the
North Cascades, told me, “I bet with the right gear and enough
practice you could climb Mount Adams.” A woman who doesn't
know me told Adrianne, “Tell your friend not to give up. She can
do anything she wants. She just has to want it hard enough.” I told
myself as Adrianne and I started talking about another trip to the
Whites, “If T used a walking stick, and we picked a dry day and &
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different trail, maybe 1 could make it up to the top of Adams.” |
never once heard, “You made the right choice when you turned
around.” The mountain just won't fet go.

111, HOME

I will never find home on the mountain. This I know. Rather home
starts here in my body, in all that lies imbedded benecath my skin.
My disabled body: born prematurely in the backwoods of Oregon,
1 was first diagnosed as “mentally retarded,” and then later as hav-
ing CP. I grew up to the words créipple, retard, monkey, defect, rook all
the staring into me and learned to shut it out.

My body violated: early on my father started raping me, physi-
cally abusing me in ways that can only be described as torture, and
sharing my body with other people, mostly men, who did the same.
1 abandoned chat body, decided to be a hermit, to be done with
humans, to live among the trees, with the salmon, to ride the south
wind bareback.

My white body: the only person of color in my hometown was
an African American boy, adopted by a white family. I grew up to
persistent yumors of a lyaching tree way back in the hills, of the
sheriff running people out of the county. For a long time after mov-
ing fo the city, college scholarship in hand, all I could do was gawk
at the multitude of humans: homeless people, their shopping carts
and bedrolls, Black people, Chinese people, Chicanos, drag queens
and punks, vets down on Portland’s Burnside Avenue, white men in
their wool suits, limos shined to sparkle. 1 warched them all, suck-
ing in the thick weave of Spanish, Cantonese, street talk, formal
English. This is how I became aware of my whiteness.

My queer body: I spent my childhood, a tomboy not sure of
my giriness, queer without a name for my queerness. I cut fire-
wood on clearcuts, swam in the river, ran the beaches at Battle
Rock and Cape Blanco, When I found dykes, fell in love for the
first time, came into a political queer community, T felt as if I had
found home again.
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The body as home, but only if it is understood that bodies
are never singular, but rather haunted, strengrhened, underscored
by countless other bodies. My alcoholic, Libertarian father and
his father, the gravedigger, from whom my father learned his vio-
lence. 1 still dream about them sometimes, ugly dreams that leave
me panting with fear in the middie of the night. One day I will
be done with them. The white, working-class loggers, fishermen,
and ranchers I grew up among: Les Smith, John Black, Walt Maya,
Their ways of dressing, moving, talking helped shape my sense of
self. Today when 1 hear queer activists say the word redneck like a
cuss word, 1 think of those men, backs of their necks turning red in
the summertime from long days of work outside, felling trees, puli-
ing fishnets, baling hay. I think of my butchness, grounded there,
overfaid by a queer, urban sensibility. A body of white, rural, work-
ing-class values. I stiil feel an atlegiance to this body, even as I reject
the virulent racism, the unexamined destruction of forest and river,
How could 1 possibly call my body heme without the bodies of
trees that repeatedly provided me refuge? Without queer bodies?
Without crip bodies? Without rransgender and transsexual bodies?
Without the history of disabled people who worked as freaks in
the freak show, displaying their bodies: Charles Stratton posed as
General Tom Thumb, Hiram and Barney Davis billed as the “Wild
Men from Borneo”? The answer is simple. I couldn’t.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that place and
community and culture burrow deep into our bones. My earliest
and most enduring sense of place is in the backwoods of Oregon,
where I grew up but no longer live, in a logging and fishing town
of a thousand that hangs on to the most western edge of the con-
tinental United States. To the west stretches the Pacific Ocean; to
the east the Siskiyou Mountains rise, not tall enough to be moun-
tains but too steep to be hills. Portland is a seven-hour drive north;
San Francisco, a twelve-hour drive south. Douglas fir and chinook
salmon, south wind whipping the ocean into a fury of waves and
surf, mark home for me. Marked by the aching knowledge of en-
vironmental destruction, the sad truth of that town founded on
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the genocide of Native peoples, the Kwarami and Coquelle, Talk-
ema and Latgawa. In writing about the backwoods and the rural,
white, working-class culture found there, T am not being nostalgic,
reaching backward toward a re-creation of the pase. Rather I am
reaching toward my bones. When I write about losing that place,
about living in exile, I am putting words to a loss which also grasps
at my bones.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that language
too lives under the skin. 1 think of the words crip, queer; freak, red-
neck. None of these are easy words, They mark the jagged edge be-
tween self-hatred and pride, the chasm between how the dominant
culture views marginalized peoples and how we view ourselves, the
razor between finding home, finding our bodies, and living in ex-
ite, living on the metaphoric mountain. Whatever our relationships
with these words—whether we embrace them or hate them, feel
them draw blood as they hit our skin or find them entirely fitting,
refuse o say them or simply feel uncomfortable in their presence—
we deal with their power every day. T hear these words alf the time.
They are whispered in the misror as I dress to go out, as I straighten
my tie and shrug into my suit jacket; on the streets as folks gawk
at my trembling hands, stare trying to figure out whether I'm a
woman or man; in half the rhetoric 1 hear from environmentalists
and gueer activists, rhetoric where rural working-class people get
cast as clods and bigots. At the same time, | use some, but not all,
of these words to call our my pride, to strengthen my resistance, to
place myself within community. Crip, gueer, freak, redneck burrowed
into my body.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that bodies
can be stolen, fed fies and poison, torn away from us. They rise
up around me—bodies stolen by hunger, war, breast cancer, AIDS,
rape; the daily grind of factory, sweatshop, cannery, sawmill; the
lynching rope; the freezing streets; the nursing hame and prison.
African American drag performer Leonard/Lynn Vines, walking
through his Baltimore neighborhood, called a “drag queen fag-
got bitch” and shot six times. Matt Shepard-—gay, white, young—
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tied ro a fence post in Wyoming and beaten to death. Some bodies
are taken for good; other bodies live on, numb, abandoned, full of
seif-hate. Both have been stolen, Disabled people cast as super
crips and tragedies; lesbian, gay, bi, and trans peoples told over and
over again that we are twisted and unnpatural; poor people made
responsible for their own paverty Stereotypes and lies fodge in our
bodies as surely as buflets. They live and fester there, stealing the
body.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that the stofen
body can be reclaimed. The bodies irrevocably taken from us: we
can memorialize them in quiles, granite walls, candlelight vigils; re-
member and mourn them; use their deaths to strengthen our will.
And as for the lies and false images, we need to name them, trans-
form them, create something entirely new in their place, some-
thing that comes close and finally true to the bone, entering our
bodies as liberation, joy, fury, hope, a will to refigure the world. The
hody as home.

[ -

The mountain will never be home, and still [ have to remember
it grips me. Supercrip lives inside my body, ready and willing to
push the physical limitations, to tey the “extraordinary,” because
down at the base of the mountain waits a nursing home. 1 hang on
to a vision. Someday after the revolution, disabled people will five
ordinary lives, neither heroic nor tragic. Crip, gueer, freak, redneck
will be mere words describing human difference. Supercrip wili be
dead; the nursing home, burnt down; the metaphoric mountain,
collapsed in volcanic splendor. Postrevolution T expect there will
still be literal mountains | want to climb and can't, but ' be able
o say without doubt, without hesitation, “Let’s turn around here,
This one is too steep, too slippery for my feet.”
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in the riffle where stream

meets river, water warmed all day

and still cold, current pulls, finger bones
tremmble. | hang onto rocky bottom

long as 1 can, then give way,

body rushing downstream

to steadier water

—~from ‘dngels”



part i

place,






clearcut:

exp[az‘m‘ng the distance

I979. EACH DAY AFTER SCHOOL I RUN THE SIX MILES FROM HIGHWAY 101
to my house. The road follows Eik River. I pass the dairy farm,
the plywood mill that burned down three years ago, the valiey’s
volunteer fire department station, the boar landing where recre-
ational fishermen put in their boats during salmon season. I have
the curves and hills memorized, tick the miles off, skin salty with
sweat, lungs working a hard rhythm. I know most of the people
who drive by. They wave and swerve into the other lane. The log-
ging trucks honk as they rumble by loaded with 10 or 15 skinny
logs. I remember when one or two huge logs made a load. Pushing
up the last big hill, my lungs and legs begin to ache. Two curves
before my house, I pass a yellow and brown sign. It reads: “United
States Forest Service. Entering the Siskiyou National Forest.”

£7
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1994. I ive now in southeast Michigan on the edge of corn country.
Book-browsing 1 happen upon Clearcut: The Tragedy of Industrial
Forestry! The book documents clearcut logging throughout the
United Srates and Canada. I glance at the big, full-color photos of
new clearcuts, second growth forests, old growth forests, and tree
farms; read the captions and descriptions. The book is divided by
state and province. 1 look for Oregon and suddenly find myself in
the Siskiyous, the photograph overwhelmingly familiar. The ground
is bare, heaps of branches, stumps, and half logs hanging to the
stope, There are no standing trees, only snatches of green, the new
sprouts of huckleberry, greasewood, gorse, and tansy ragwort,

1 used to cat firewood on clearcuts like this one. Upriver near
Batler Basin and Bald Mountain after the last logs were driven away,
loggers bulldozed the remains—branches, shattered logs, trees too
small to buck into logs, stumps—into one enormous pile. Rather
than burn these remains, the US Forest Service issued firewood-
cutting permits. My father and I would spend the whole month of
Ocrober on these clearcuts, gathering our winter’s supply of fire-
wood. He'd cut the logs into rounds, silver bar of chainsaw slicing
through the wood, spewing sawdust. P'd watch his hands holding
the saw steady, knowing its vibrations were climbing his arms, my
ears full of the idle and roar.

I turn from the photo to the accompanying text. Photographer
Elizabeth Feryl writes:

White in the Port Orford, Oregon area, I'd heard of a slide along Bear
Creek, so T decided to investigare, Nothing couid have prepared me for
the estimated 40,000 tons of mud, rock, and logging debris that had
been dumped on the road and littered in the waterway. This “blowout,”
caused by the headwalt of the drainage giving way, had also carved a swath
through the hilside thirry feet deep, sixty feet across, and 2 half mile fong
taking the drainage down to the bedrock. We followed this carnage about
a quarter of g mile to the “belly of the beast,” the clearcut pictured here?
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Forty thousand tons of rock, mud, and logging debris to be
washed downstream from Disaster Creek to Bear Creek ro Bald
Mountain Creek to Elk River to the Pacific Ocean. Eik River
river of my poems, real and metaphor; river of my childhood where
I swam, skipped rocks, watched heron and salmon, learned to
paddie a canoe. I read and rercad the place names and the explana-
tion. On steep slopes, trees literally hold the earth in place, and
thus, clearcurting can destabilize whole mountainsides, inviting
carastrophic slides called blowouts. I know all this bur can’t stop
reading.

Later, I tell a friend about finding this photo. She has never
walked a logging road, listened to the idle and roar of a chainsaw,
or counted growth rings on an old growth stump, but we share 2
sensibility about environmental destruction. I describe the photo,
explain blowouts, talk about watershed. What I don't say is how
homesick I feel for those place names, plant names, bare slopes,
not nostalgic, but lonely for a particular kind of familiarity, a lone-
liness that reaches deep under my skin, infuses my muscles and
tendons. How do I explain the distance, the tension, the disjunc-
tion between my politics and my loneliness? She asks, “If you wene
for a watk along Bik River now, what changes would you notice?” |
try to describe the images that have rumbled around my head for
days. That winter, the river must have flooded chalky brown over
the gravel bars. The next summer, the kids who lived near the river
must have found their swimming holes changed, the deep pools
shallower, current running faster. I describe spawning season at the
confluence of Elk River and Anvil Creek. Salmon flounder into the
creek, thrash up the shallows, dig nests in the gravel, flood the wa-
ter with spawn. They are almost dead, bodies covered with white
rot, the gravel bars littered with their carcasses. The following
summer the river teems with coho and chinook fingerlings, three
inches long, as they head downstream to the ocean. I can barely

1
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register that the spawning bed at Anvil Creek mighe be silted in
with rock, mud, and logging debris, might not exist anymare.

For years 1 have wanted to write this story, have tried poems, diatribes,
and theories, P've falled mostly because I haven't been able to bridge
the chasm between my homesickness for a place thousands of
miles away in the middle of logging country and my urban-creared
politics that have me raging at environmental destruction. [ have
felt lonely and frustrated. Without the words for this story, 1 lose
part of myself into the chasm,

I am the child who grew up in the Siskiyou Natienal Forest, in
second growth woods thar won't be logged again for a long time.
The hills weren’t replanted in the '40s and 'sos when they were first
clearcut and so grew back in a mix of alder, tan oak, myrtle, and
madrone, trees the timber industry considers worthless. 1 played
endlessly in this second growth forest. Followed the stream from
our house uphil to the little dam where we siphoned water off to
the holding tanks that supplied our house with water year-round. |
loved taking the covers off the tanks, listening to the trickle of wa-
ter, watching the reflection of trees waver in the cool dark surface.
I drank big gulps straight from the tanks, my cheeks and chin grow-
ing cold and wet, Then continued uphiil, kicking through the alder
and tan ozk leaves, scrambling up slippery shale slides. I pulled the
bark off madrone trees in curly red strips, crumpled myrtle leaves to
smeli their pungent bay leaf odor. I knew where the few remaining
old growth firs still stood. Had my favorite climbing trees——white
fir, grand fir, myrtle, I'd wrap my hands around their branches, skin
against bark, and pull my body up, clambering toward sky, resting
in the cradles where branch met trunk. Or I'd stay on the ground,
lean back into the unmovable tower of trees. I walked out onto rot-
ten logs that spanned the stream, crouched down to examine moss,
liverwort, lichen, shelf mushrooms, tried to name the dozen shades
of green, tan, and brown, poked at snails and banana slugs. In the
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summer the hills were hot and dry, the sun reaching easily through
the trees. T scrambled across clearings tangled in berry brambles
and gorse, through and around undesgrowth, uphili to the rock out
of which the stream dripped.

1 grew up to the high whine of diesel donkeys and chainsaws,
yarders and cats® next ridge over, the endless clatter of plywood
mill two miles downstream. When the warning whistle squealed
through the valley, I knew that logs were being pulied up out of the
guilies toward the foading areas where empty logging trucks waited.
I grew up to the sweet smell of damp wood chips being hauled
north on Highway 101 to the port in Coos Bay or the paper mill in
Gardiner. I watched for hours as gigantic blowing machines loaded
mountains of wood chips onto freighters bound for Japan. I reveled
in plant names: huckleberey, saimonberry, blackberry, salal, grease-
wood, manzanita, scotch broom, foxglove, lupine, rhododendron,
vine maple, alder, tan oak, red cedar, white cedar, Port Orford ce-
dar. { wanted a name for everything. 1 stili have a topographical
map of the Elk River watershed, each quadrant carefully taped to
the next.

T am the backpacker whose favorite trails now wind through
old growth rain forest, trees standing so tall I can’t find their tops,
bark deeply grooved, ropy, fire-scarred. The sun barely reaches
through the canopy, leaving small pools of light on the forest foor
fayered inches deep in fir and spruce needles. Everyrhing cascades
green, moss upon moss, swordtail ferns sprouting from rotren logs.
The trail bends again and again around Sitka spruce, their roots
sticking up high above ground, kaobby and twisted. There is no un-
dergrowth, only a thousand shades of green. Among these trees, |
find a quiet.

I am the activist who has never poured sugar into a cat’s gas
tank but knows how. The activist who has never spent a night in the
top of a Douglas fir slated for felling the next morning but would.
"The activist who has never blockaded a logging site or a logging ex-
ecutive’s office as 1 have military complexes. I am the socialist with
anarchist leanings who believes the big private timber corporations,
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like Weyerhaeuser and Georgia-Pacific, are corrupe, and the gov
ernment agencies, like the US Forest Service, that control public
fand are complicit. T am the adult who still loves the smell of wood
chips, the roar of 2 fumber mill, who knows outof-work loggers
and dying logging towns. Living now on the edge of corn country, I
am the writer who wants to make sense.

In the white, Westera world view that 1 learned as a child, trees, fish,
and water were rencwabie resources. Only 5o years prior, they were
conceived of as endless resources, a myrh white people brought
west into the “frontier.” Sometimes when I hiked upriver toward
Butler Bar and saw ridge after ridge covered with alder and tan oak,
mixed with Douglas fir and Sitka spruce, I believed trees were end-
less. Or when I went to the cannery and saw a day’s catch of coho
and chinook, T thought fish were endless. Particularly in the mid-
dle of winter when rain drenched the valley every day, I knew water
was endless.

But in the r960s and yos, the powers-thatbe in the public
schools, government, and industry taught us that trees and fish,
rather than being endless, were rencwable. If clearcuts were dili-
gently replanted, we would never run out of trees, paper, or lumber.
If the salmon runs were carcfully maintained by hatcheries, we
would never run out of salmon. No one even bothered to explain
about water.

Clearcuts, our teachers said, were good. They encouraged the
growth of fir and pine, the so-called good——meaning profitable—
trees that as scediings need direct sunlight to grow. The practice
of replanting and the superiority of tree farms were placed at the
center of these lessons. But our teachers went far beyond trees in
their defense of clearcurt logging. Clearcuts, my classmates and 1
were told, provided bountiful browsing for deer and other wild-
tife. Hunters and their supporters quickly added thar because this
abundance of food, coupled with the disappearance of predators,



clearent: explaining the distance

led to a cycle of overpopulation, deer hunting was not just a sport,
but a necessity. And so our worldview developed, layer upon layer.
How did the forest and its wildlife ever survive before clearcusting,
replanting, and sport huating? We didn’t ask because we were chil-
dren taught not to question. We believed the propaganda.

Neo one told us about old growth forest. They didn’t say, “Un-
derstand, a tree farm differs from an old growth forest.” We didnt
study the cycle of an ecosystem that depends upon rotting logs on
the forest floor and a tree canopy hundreds of feet high—a cycle
neither static nor altogether predictable, interrupted sometimes
by fire, climate changes, or major volcanic activity, but nonetheless
a cycle. I knew big, old trees existed. I remember the winter my
favorite fir blew down. After we cut it inte firewood, I hunkered
down by the stump and counted its growth rings, one for every year
of its life. It was 400 vears old. But I didn’t know about thousands
of acres of big old trees. Nor did 1 know about animals, like the
northern spotted owl, that live in old growth forests. No one told
us, and the logging industry had quite a stake in the silence.

1979. 1 am part of the Youth Conservarion Corps, a summer work
program for teenagers. Al summer we have made trails, picked up
trash, maintained campgrounds, and built fences in the Siuslaw
National Forest. This week we are camped east of Mapleton, near
a ten-year-old tree farm, thinning the trees. Each morning we fan
out into the woods to cut down alf the trees four inches or less in
diameter. The remaining trees will grow faster and bigger. In 30
or 40 years the US Forest Service will bid these acres out to some

private company to clearcut and then replant. 1 am learning to
swing an ax, to know what angle to start a cut at, when to stop
chopping and let gravity do the rest, how to pull a tree all the way
down to the ground so it won’t lean against neighboring trees and
kill them. It’s hot, dirty work. A girf on my crew went back to camp
early yesterday after she stumbled into a bees’ nest and was stung
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30 times. Everyone thinks I’'m nuts for liking this job. At lunch |
sharpen my ax, the file flat against the beveled cutting edge. 1 like
the weight of its wooden handle balanced on my shoulder as |
trudge up and down the hifls. I like touching the trees as I walk by,
hands growing dark with pitch. [ tike the way my arms feel, aching
but loose, at the end of the day The sun is hot againse my hard hat.
Swear collects under its band. I can smell the woods on my skin.

..........

Along with trees, 1 studied satmon, fascinated with their three-
year life cycle from spawning bed to ocean back to spawning bed.
Most of what ] knew came from the salmon hatchery two miles
upriver of my house. In the winter I stood at the fish ladder waiting
for fish to come leaping up the cascading stairs of water, then went
to count the big scarred animals in their holding tanks. Somerimes
I visited the lab where the biologists held the spawn and incubated
the fertilized eggs. In the summer I rode my bike arcund the hold-
ing ponds and watched Glen and Paul feed the fingerlings, their
hands dipping into five gallon buckets of feed, sweeping through
the air, water coming alive as the fish jumped to carch the peliets.
Other times 1 went across the river to the spawning bed at Anvil
Creek. I knew two kinds of salmon existed, hatchery salmon and
wild salmon. 1 thought they were the same, just as | thought a tree
farm and an old growth forest were the same.

I didn’t know why hatchery salmon needed to be grown in Elk
River. I knew dams on the Columbia and urban poliution in the
Wiltamette had nearly destroyed the salmon runs in those rivers,
but there were no dams and minimal pollution on Elk River. The
propaganda that passed as outdoor education didn't speak of the
effects of clearcutting on salmon habitat. No one explained that
as spawning beds silt up with logging debris and disappear, fewer
and fewer wild salmon can spawn. I never heard that if the trees
shading a creek are cut, the direct sunlight warms the water, And if
the water temperature rises enough in 2 watershed, saimon, which
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require relarively cold water to survive, are pur at risk. Nor did the
propaganda speak of over-fishing. The commercial salmon fisher
men who made their livelihoods fishing the summer salmon runs
off the coast of California, Oregon, Washington, British Columbia,
and Alaska hadn’t yet heard of sustainable yield. The salmon runs
seemed endless.

The powers-that-be dida’t teach us that hatchery salmon dif-
fer from wild salmon, that they are genetically more homogeneous,
more susceptible to disease, and less hardy once at sea. To raise
salmon year after year in a hatchery, biologists use formaidehyde
and other chemicals each summer to combat recurring diseases
that kill thousands of hatchery fingerlings. The continuous pump-
ing of water from the river into the hatchery’s complex of tanks and
back to the river washes these chemicals into the ecosystem. And
each winter when hatchery salmon don’t return to the hatchery in
large enough numbers, biologists go to natural spawning beds and
net wild salmon, taking them to the hatchery to augment their sup-
ply of spawn. Soon wild salmon might not exist. The propaganda
neglected these details.

My classeates and 1 were taught by reachers who worked for
schools funded largely with timber taxes; by US Forest Service
rangers and their brochures; and by industry-supported rexthooks,
displays, slide shows, and tours, The point isn’t simply that we, like
schoolchildren across the country, were taught half-truths about
trees and salmon. Rather we learned even more fundamental les-
sons, that trees and salmon are endlessly renewable commedities.
This view of the nartural world, which puts clearcutting, replanting,
and hatcheries at its center, conveniently supported the two indus-
tries, logging and fishing, that sustained the towns we fived in.

Not until I left Port Orford did I come into contact with other
worldviews. Living in a city for the first time, 1 met people who
knew salmon only as frozen patties, who used paper but had never
been to a paper mill. For them trees were the tall, skinny maples,
oaks, and beeches that grew along sidewalks. They navigated the

seemingly impossible parking structures and bus stops with case
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and comfort. Some of them believed that trees and salmon were
more than commodities.

They created a fuzzy, romanticized version of nature, combin-
ing memories of Wait Disney nature movies with their occasional
summer vacations to overcrowded national parks. Or they believed
in a white urban version of tree spisits and Mother Earth. Either
way, my aew acquaintances held trees and fish in an awestruck rev-
erence as they talked about the dangers of nuclear power and the
destruction of rain forests in Brazil, about clearcutting as rape. 1
simply listened. Surrounded by concrete and high-rises, I slowly
stopped taking the familiar plants and animals of the Siskéyou Na-
tional Forest for granted. When I returned home to visig, [ caught
glimpses of what was beautiful and extraordinary about the place |
grew up in, and what was ugly and heartbreaking. T started to be-
lieve that trees and salmon weren't just harvestable crops. 1 read
Siecra Club literature, the Earth First! Journal, Dave Foreman’s eco-
tage manual;t learned about Love Canal, Three Mide Island, the
Nevada Test Site, Big Mountain; and started to turn from a right-
wing, Libertarian-influenced childhood toward a progressive adule
hood. { never grew into che white urban reverence of tree spirits
and Mother Earth, a reverence often stolen from Native spiritual
traditions and changed from a demanding, reciprocal relationship
with the world into something naive and shallow thac still places
human life and form at its center. Nor did I ever grow comfortable
with the metaphor of clearcutting as rape, the specificity of both
acts too vivid for me to ever compare or conflate them. Bur I did
come to believe that trees and fish are their own beings, important
int and of themselves, and that I——as activist, consumer, and human
being among the many beings on this planet—have a deeply com-
plex relationship with them.

The people in Port Orford who had known me since T was
born—ILes Smith, the retired logger who ran the Porr and Starboard
Pizza Parlor; Venita Marstall, the cashier at True Value Hardware;
Gerla Marsh, the eeller ar First Interstate Banke—no longer really
knew me. I treasured the anonymity of the city and relished the
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muititude of culrures, ideas, and differences I encountered there.
But stiil I ached for the trees, the river, the steep, quiet Siskiyous.

.............

1989. I am backpacking alone on Washington’s Olympic Peninsula.
I have spent the last week camping on the beach near Hole-in-the-
Wall, reading and writing, letting high and low tide shape my days.
Now I am camped at a state park, amidst new clearcuts, I replen-
ished my food supply at Forks, a familiar litde logging town, five
or six one-ton pickups parked outside the chainsaw shop. T caught
a ride to this campground with a man who works as a hoedad, re-
planting clearcuts. I am planning a three-day hike in the old growth
rain forest before 1 head back to Seattle. [ can never ger enough of
the big, old trees.

In the morning | set out for the trailhead. The logging road I'm
on follows the Bogacheil River, winding through rofling pastures
and second growth forest, that familiar mix of alder, tan oak, and
fir. 1 hear chainsaws idle and roar the next ridge over, For a time [
hear the logging trucks on Highway 101 downshift as they chug up
a hill. I hear the high whine of the warning whistle. I haven't heard
these sounds in years. They mean home even as I remind myself
about Weyerhaeuser, their union-busting tactics, their language of
timber management, their defense of environmental destruction.
A great blue heron starties me as it lifts off, flapping downstream
on dusky blue wings. Home is also the damp, rotting log smell, the
fog lifting to broken sun and wind. I am climbing steadily now, the
two-fane shale road narrowing,

I round the next bend and am suddenly in a new clearcut: stumps
as far as I can see, the great heap of tree parts left behind, bulidozer
tracks frozen into the dry mud. I don't want this to mean destruc-
tion but rather to be home. I strain toward the memories of happy,
exhausting trips to Butler Basin to cut firewood, sweat-drenched
days east of Mapleton learning to swing an ax. Instead I see a grave-
yard, a war zone, the carth jooking naked and torn. { imagine tree
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ghosts as real as crows, Whatever metaphor 1 use, this is what
white people have done to North America for 500 years—iaid the
land bare in the name of profit and progress. 1 walk a mile, then
two, knowing that I am seeing for the first time, seeing not as an
oussider, a tourist horrified by some surface ugliness, but as some-
one who grew up in this graveyard, secing with both my adult poli-
tics and my childhood loyaities, seeing through a lens of tension
and contradiction, I climb up onto a stump and count its growth
rings, trace the drought seasons marked by tight rings wrapped
close together, the wet seasons marked by loose rings spaced far-
ther aparr. 1 want to rage and mourn, but instead 1 feel ordinary,
matter-of-fact, as if the war zone can't touch my heart. 1 walk,
waiting for my bone marrow 1o catch up to my politics. I waltk
numb, no longer in my body, unable ro contain the tug-of-war be-
tween what is home and what is war zene. | round another bend,
and am suddenly back in second growth forest.

1 find the traithead. These trees are marked every 50 feet with
acon pink ribbon, Markers for a new road? A profit assessment? 1
tear the ribbon off each tree, stuff the plastic into a pocket, raging
now at the impending destruction, at the audacity of neon pink
amidst all the green. 1 cross a stream on a narrow moss-grown
bridge. And then I am in old growth forest, national park land. Ir
has started to rain softly. I sit, sheltered under a western red cedar,
and eat my lunch, press my back into the thick, gray bark. The lines
between old growth, second growth, and clearcut are sudden and
unmistakable.

s

I live in a very different landscape now. The land is flat and open.
The trees lose their leaves in an explosion of red, yellow, and or
ange evefy fall; regrow them in a burst of green every spring. In
winter the snow comes wet and heavy, lining all the trees, or light
and dry, drifting in billows, The green here isn't layered and shaded
in a thousand varicties. Often 1 hunger for the ocean, the spawn-
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ing beds, Douglas fir, rain that blows horizonrally across the hills,
[ have filled my house with photographs, maps, stones, shelis, sand
dollars, fir cones, and wood to remind me of the landscape § still
call home, a fandscape that includes the sights, sounds, and smeils
of logging and commercial fishing.

29...&






losing home

1 MUST FIND THE WORDS TO SPEAK OF LOSING HOME. THEN I NEVER
want to utter them again. They throb like an abscessed tooth,
stimply hurt too much. Femesick is a platitude. 1 need to grab at
seemingly unrelated words. Queer: Exile. Class. 1 reach for my red
and gold American Heritage Dictionary but restrain myself. 1 know
the definitions. 1 need to enter the maze created by dyke identity,
class location, and white rural roots,

jet me start with gueer, the easiest point of entry In its larg-
est sense, queer has always been where I belong. A girl child not
convinced of her girlness. A backwoods hick in the city A dyke in
a straight world. A gimp in an ableist world. The eidest child of a
poor father and a working-class mother, both teachers who tried to
pull themselves up by their own bootstraps, using luck and white
privifege.

In its narrower sense, queer has been home since I became
conscious of being a dyke. At age 17, I left rhe backwoods of
Oregon with 2 high school diploma and a scholarship to college,
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grateful not to have a baby or a husband. A year later, afrer months
of soul-searching, I finally realized that | was a dyke and had been
for years. Since then, I have lived among dykes and created chosen
families and homes, not rooted in geography, but in shared passion,
imagination, and values. Our collective dyke household in Oakland
with its vegetable garden in the front yard and chicken coop in
the back. The women's circic on the Greas Peace March from Los
Angeles to Washington, DC, The Women’s Encampment for a
Future of Peace and Justice in upstate New York, Queer potiucks
in Ann Arbor, where I now live, Whether 've been walking across
the country for peace or just hanging out listening to lesbian gos-
sip, learning to cook tofu, or using red-handied bolt cutters to cut
fence at the Army Depot, being a dyke in dyke community is as
close as F've ever felt to belonging. And still 1 feel queer.

Exsle. 1f queer is the easiest, then exile is the hardest, I lie when
[ write that home is being a dyke in dyke community. Rather, home
is particular wild and ragged beaches, specific kinds of trees and
berry brambles, the exace meander of the river I grew up near, the
familiar sounds and sights of a dying logging and fishing town, Ex-
ile is the hardest because I have irrevocably lost that place as actual
home. Let me return to gueer

Queer people—using the narrow definition—don’t live in Port
Orford, or at least | have never found them. And if we did, we
would have to tolerate a lack of community, unspoken disdain, a
wicked rumor mill, and the very real possibility of homophobic
violence. Now if I moved back and lived quictly, never saying the
word dyke bue living a woman-centered life, no one would shoot ar
my house, throw stones through my windshield, or run me out of
town. Muscles Smith at the cannery, Bonnie Wagner at the one-
room library, and Dick Tucker at the lumber mill would just shake
their heads and talk about Bob Craig’s oldest back from the city.
As fong as | maintained the balance——my unspoken queerness
weighed against their tacit acceptance—T would be fine.

Urban, middle-class queer activists may mock this balance
as simply another “don't ask, don’t tell” situation contributing to
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queer invisibility While 1 agree that it isn’t the ideal relationship
between queer people and straight people, it is far better than the
polite and disdainful invisibility bestowed on us by many middle-
class, liberal heterosexuals,

1f you don't believe me, let me take you to my maternal grand-
father’s funeral. At the service I sat with family, my sister to the
right, my great aunt Esther to the left, my aunt Margarer in front
of us, her lover of many years to her right. Barb is an African Amer
ican lesbian, an unmistakable butch whether or not she’s in heels
and a skirt, I am quite sure my aunt has never introduced Barb to
Uncle John or Aunt Esther, Uncle Henry or Aunt Liflian as her
partner, lover, or girifriend. Yet Barb is unquestionably family, sit-
ting with my grandfather’s immediate relatives near the coffin,
openly comforting my aunt. My grandfather was a mechanic in
Pretroit; his surviving brothers and sisters are Lutheran corn farm-
ers from southern lilinois. Most of them never graduated from
high school, still speak German at home, and have vored Republi-
can all their lives. From the perspective of many middie and up-
per-class urban folks, they are simple rednecks, clods, hillbillies.
Working-ciass writer and activist Elfiott maps out three definitions
of the word redneck:

Its denotation:
“A member of the white rural laboring class,...™

Its connotation:
‘A person who advocates a provincial, conservative, often big-
oted sociopolitical attitude characteristic of a redneck....™

And lastly its usage by progressives, including many whe are gueer:
“r. Any person who is racist, violent, uneducated and stupid
{as if they are the same thing), woman-hating, gay-bashing,
Christian fundamentalist, etc. 2. Used as a synonym for ev-
ery type of oppressive belief excepe classism.™

-l
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Many urban queer folks would take one ook at my great aunts and
uncles and cast them as over-the-top rednecks and homophobes.

Yet in this exrended working-class family, unspoken lesbian-
ism balanced against tacit aceeptance means that Barb is family,
that Aunt Margaret and she are treated as a couple, and that the
overt racism Barb would otherwise experience from these people is
muffied. Not ideal, but better than frigid denial, better than polite
manners and backhanded snubs, better than middie-class “don’t
ask, don't tell,” which would carefully place Barb into the category
marked “friend” and have her sit many pews away from immediate
family at her lover's father’s funeral.’

At the same time, it is a balance easily broken. In Port Orford
I would never walk down Main Street holding hands with a woman
lovesr. That simple act would be too much. It is also a balance most
readily achieved among family or folls who have known each other
for decades. If T moved back and fived down the road from a
dyke—closeted or not—who hade’t grown up in Port Orford,
whose family of origin didn’t live in town, who was an “outsider,” I
would worry about her safety.

Tt isn't that ourside the bounds of this fragile balance these ru-
ral white people are any more homophobic than the average urban
person, Rather the difference lies in urban anonymity. In Ann Arbor
if a group of frae boys yells, “Hey, lezzie!” at me or the man sitting
next to me on the bus whispers “queer” and spits at me, Il de-
fend myself in whatever ways necessary, knowing chances are good
that P'll never see these men again, or if 1 do, they won't remember
me, On the other hand, in Port Orford if someone harassed me-

* Reading this story now in 2009, P'm struck by the ways Pve downplayed racism
and my own white privilege. Even though Barb and Margaret did experience tacie
acceptance, which possibly muffled direct expressions of overt racism, 1 know that
in my extended white rural family Barb ravigated s strong undercurrent of covest
racism, including suspicion, curiosity, stereotyping. and disrespectful humor v is
all tec casy for me to manifest white privilege by disregarding this uadercurrent,

—E.C., 2009
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the balance somehow broken, some invisible line over-stepped,
drunken bravado overcoming tacit acceptance—I would know
him, maybe work with his wife at the cannery, see his kids playing
up the river at Butler Bar, encounter him often enough in the gro-
cery store and post office. He would likewise know where 1 lived,
with whom [ lived, what car [ drove, and where T worked. This lack
of anonymity is a simple fact of rural life, one that I often miss in
the city, but in the face of bigotry and violence, anonymity provides
a certain fevel of protection,

H I moved back to Port Orford, the daily realities of isolation
would compete with my concerns about safety. Living across the
street from the chainsaw shop, I would have to drive an hour o
spend an evening at 2 dyke potluck, three hours to hang out at a
women's bookstore or see the latest queer movie, seven hours to go
to 2 LGBT pride march, 1 don't believe T could live easily and hap-
pily that isolared from gueer community, nor could 1 five comfort-
ably while always monitoring the balance, measuring the invisible
lines that define safety. My loss of home is about being queer.

Let me return now to exdle. it is 2 big word, a hard word. It
implies not only loss, but a sense of aflegiance and connection—
however ambivalent—to the place left behind, an attitude of
mourning rather than of good riddance. It also carries with it the
sense of being pushed our, compelled to leave, Yes, my loss of home
is about being queer, but is it exife? To answer that, I need to say an-
other thing about anonymity, isolation, and safety, a messier thing.

Throughout my childheod and young adulthood, my father,
along with a2 number of other adults, severely sexually and physi-
cally abused me, tying me up, using fire and knives and brute force
on my body. My father, who taught for 30 years at the local high
school. My father, whom everyone in town kaew and respected,
even if they thought he was quirky, odd, prone to forgetfulness and
unpredictable anger. He no longer lives there, although some of the
other adults who abused me still do. In the years since leaving Port
Orford, 1 have been able to shake my perpetrators’ power away
from me, spending long periods of time uncovering the memories
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and working through persistent body-deep terror, grief, and confu-
sion. I've done this work in community, supported by many friends,
a few good professionals, and a political framework that places the
violence I experienced into a larger context. For much of that time,
I could not have returned eo Port Orford and been physically safe.
I lived a kind of exile, knowing I needed the anonymity of a small
city halfway across the country to protect me, a city where ne one
knew my father, where not a single person had participated either
tangentially or centrally in my abuse. Today my safety depends less
on anonymity and more on an internal set of resources, Even so, I
don’t know how I would deal, if | moved back, with seeing a small
handful of my perpetrators on a regular basis, being known as Bob’s
kid everywhere T went. Simply put, my desire for community, for
physical safety, for emotional well-being and psychological comfort
compelled me 1o leave. Being a queer is one piece of this foss, this
exile: abuse is another.

And class is a third. H gueer is the easiest and exile the hardest,
then class is the most confusing. The economics in Port Orford are
simple: jobs are scarce. The life of a Pacific Northwest fishing and
logging town depends on the existence of salmon and trees. When
the summer salmon runs dwindle and zal} the old growth trees are
cut, jobs vanish into thin air. It is rumored that fishermen now pay
their boat mortgages by running drugs—ferrying marijuana, crack,
and cocaine from the freighters many miles out at sea back to the
canaery where chey are then picked up and driven in-fand. Loggers
pay their bills by brush cutting—gathering various kinds of feras to
sell by the pound to florists—and collecting welfare. What remains
is the meager four-month-a~year tourist season and a handful of
minimum-wage jobs——pumping gas, cashiering, flipping burgers.
The fucky few work for the public school district or own fand on
which they run milk cows and sheep. In short, if 1 moved back, I
probably wouldnt find work. Not only are jobs scarce, but my CP
makes job-hunting even harder. Some jobs, like cashiering or flip-
ping burgers, 1 simply can’t do; I don't have enough manual dexter
ity. Other jobs, like clerical work rhat requires a Jot of typing, 1
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can do but more slowly than many people, Stifl other jobs 1 can do
well, but potential employers are reluctant to hire me, confusing
disabilivy with inability And if, miraculously, I did find work, the
paycheck probably wouldn't stretch around food, gas, and rent.

To leap from economic realities to class issues in Port Orford
holds no challenge. The people who live in dying rural towns and
work minimum- or sub-minimum-wage jobs—not temporarily but
day after day for their whole working lives—are working-class and
poor people. There are some middle-class people who live in Port
Orford: the back-to-the-land artists who grow marijuana for money
{or did until the federal crackdown more than a decade ago), the
young teachers whose first jobs out of college bring them to Pacific
High Schoel, the retirees who have settled near Port Orford, ured
to Oregon by cheap land. Bur these people don't stay long. The
artists burn out. The young reachers find better jobs in other, more
prosperous towns, The retirees grow older and find they need more
services than are available in Curry County. The people who stay
are poor and working-class. I lefr because I didr’t want to marry
and couldn’t cashier at Sentry's Market. I left because T hoped to
have money above and beyond the dollars spent on rent and food
to buy books and music. I left because 1 didn’t want to be poor and
feared 1 would be if | stayed. I will never move back for the same
reasons. My loss of home, my exile, is about class.

leaving is a complicated thing. 1 left with a high school diploma
and a scholarship to college, grateful to be leaving, but this is only
half the truth. The other half is thar everyone around me--my
parents, teachers, classmates and friends, the women who cashiered
at Sentry’s Market, the men who drove logging trucks—assumed 1
would leave, go to college, and become “successful.” No one ex-
pected me to marry a week after graduation and move up the road
from my parents, to die in a drunk-driving car accident or a high-
speed game of chase down Highway 101, to have a baby and drop
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out of schoo! at 15. A high school diploma and a college scholarship
were givens in my life.

This is aif about class location, which is where class gets con-
fusing. In Port Orford, my family and T were relatively well off: we
always had enough to eat; my father was securely employed at the
high school; my mother bragged that she had the only PhD in
town, We eventually built a big house of our own. Books filled my
childhood, We borrowed them by the armload from the public li-
brary; we bought them by mail-order from book clubs; we cherished
trips to the one bookstore in Coos Bay, a rown 0f 10,000 an hour's
drive away. We always had health care. I grew up among people for
whom none of these things were givens. On the other hand, we
wore hand-me-downs and homemade clothes, for years rented tiny
two-bedroom houses, owned one beat-up cay, and balanced dental
bills against new school shoes. I dida’t know that in a middle-class
town or neighborhood these things would have marked my family
and me as something other than well-off.

Who left and who stayed measured in part the class differ
ences at Pacific High School. My best friend from sixch to twelfth
grade was poor. She and I spent high school together in college-
prep classes, pouring over pre-calculus problems and biology ex-
periments. We both wanted to go to college, to icave rural Oregon,
and yet in our senior year as 1 filled out college applications, judy
made plans to marry her boyfriend of four years, I know now that
her decision arose out of financial desperation—her father had just
died, and her family was falling deeper into poverty——but at the
time, I thought Judy was copping out. 1 walked away glad to be
leaving Port Orford behind me. Or so I thought.

Only later did I understand what 1 lost by leaving. Loss of a
daily sustaining connection to a Jandscape that I still carry with me
as home. Loss of a rural, white, working-class culture that values
neighbors rather than anonymity, that is both tremendously big-
oted—particularly racist—and accepting of local eccentricity, that
believes in scif-sufficiency and depends on family—big exteaded
famities not necessarily created in the mold of the Christian right.
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Loss of a certain pace of life, 2 certain casy orust. I didn't know
when 1 left at 17 thar I would miss the old cars rusting in every
third front yard. Miss the friendly charting in the grocery store,
the bank, the post office. Miss being able to hitchhike home, safe
because I knew everyone driving by

1f in leaving, 1 had simply abandoned a whole set of values, a
whole way of being in the world, my loss of home would have been
of one sort. And I did leave particular pieces of that culture behind:
the virulent racism, the unquestioned destruction of the woods,
the desperate lack of economic choices faced by rthe people who
stay. But at the same time, I maintained a strong sense of ailegiance
to the ingenuity that rebuilds cars year after year from the parts
found in front yards; to the neighborliness that had my mother
trading sugar for eggs, baked goods for hand-me-down clothes, in
an endless cycle of borrowing and fending; to the social ethic that
has friends dropping by out of the blue for a smoke and a cup of
coffee, to catch up on the gossip or help finish shingling the roof;
to a plain-spoken, understated way of being. This allegiance under-
scores all that I lost when T left rural Oregon.

In leaving, I followed in my parents’ footsteps. My fathey, raised
poor on a dirt farm in North Dakota, and my mother, raised work-
ing-class in Detroit, both left their families to go to college. Their
departures were part of an upward scramble toward the middie
class, one that succeeded in some regards and failed in others.
They were hugely proud of and grateful for the plenty of food in
our house. Books, ideas, and education were their most highly val-
ued possessions. No one could accuse them of being “low class”
or “white trash,” and yet neither of them has ever become com-
fortably middie-class. My mother still worries that her crooked
teeth and choice of clothes mark her. My father remained rough
around the edges, never learning middle-class social graces, always
happy jury-rigging whatever was broken, his building projects and
hair-brained ideas hanging around forever, piles of serap collecting
in the carport, basement, front yard.

My siblings and 1 inherited this halfway successful scramble.



Qur grandparents and grear uncles and aunts were farmers, grave-
diggers, janitors, mechanics; our parents, teachers; and we were to
be professors, lawyers, or doctors. As I try to sort the complexity
out, { have to ask, does this upward scramble really work: this end-
less teaving of home, of deeply embodied culture and community,
in search of a mirage called the "American Dream®? Instead of pro-
fessor, lawyer, or doctor, my brother is a high school teacher, my
sister, a low-level administrator, and 1, a bookkeeper. Did my par
ents become middle-class in their scramble? Did my siblings and 12

The answers are not that important except for the betrayal
that can creep up behind us, make home under our skins. If we
leave, never come back, somehow finding curselves in the middle
class, will we forget—or worse, start mocking—the men who can't
read, the women who can make a bag of potatoes and five pounds
of Velveera last nearly forever? Will we train the accents out of our
voices so far that we'll wake up one day and not recognize our
selves? And what about the people we leave behind? The last time
1 saw Judy, her two sons playing hide-and-go-seek nearby, we couid
find nothing to say to each other, that womar who had been my
best—and sometimes only—friend for so many years. How do we
deal with the loss? For decades my mother missed liviag in a big,
industrial, working-class city; my father would drive every day to
the ocean just to see a long, flat horizon like the one he left behind
in North Dakota. My brother has returned to rural Oregon, my
sister dreams of leaving Seattle for some smali town in the North
Cascades, and | entertain fantasies of a rural queer community.
Is the upward scramble worth the loss? This question leads me
back to being queer, to another, similar question: is queer identity
worth the loss?

ra—

Queer idenricy, at least as | know it, is largely urban, The happen-
ing places, events, dialogues, the strong communities, the journals,
magazines, bookstores, queer arganizing, and queer activism are all
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city-based. Of course rural lesbian, gay, bi, and trans communities
exist, but the people and institutions defining queer identity and
culture are urban,

For me, coming into my queer identity and untangling my class
location have both been rooted in urban life. In moving to an ur
ban, private, liberal arts college, T found what { needed to come out
as a dyke: the anoaymity of a city, the support of lesbian-feminist
activists, and access to queer cuifture. In that same move, | also
found myself living among middle-class people for the first time.
Because in Port Orford my family had always defined itself as mid-
dle-class—and in truth we were well-educated people who lived
somewhere between the working-class loggers and the middie-
ciass retirees—1 believed the class differences | felt in my bones
amounted to my being a country bumpkin. T assumed my lack of
familiarity with trust funds, new cars, designer clothes, trips to
Paris, and credit cards was the same as my lack of familiarity with
city buses, skyscrapers, one-way streets, stoplights, and house keys.

Even now after a decade of urban fiving, the two are hard to
separate. I'm remembering the first time I went to Qut Write, a
national queer writers’ conference. From the moment | walked
into the posh Boston hotel where the conference was being held,
1 gawked, staring unbelievingly at the chandeliers, shiny gold rail-
ings, ornate doors, in the same way [ used to gawk at cwenty-story
buildings. Saturday night before the big dance party, to which I
couldn't afford to go, I had dinner with an acquaintance and a
group of her friends, all white, lesbian writers from New York City.
We ate at the hotel restaurant, where I spent too much money on
not enough food, served by men of color who were courteous in
spite of our ever-changing party and ever-changing food orders. Jo
and her friends were all going to the party after dinner and were
dressed accordingly, in biack plastic miniskirts and diamond ear
rings, three-piece suits and gold cufflinks, hair carefully molded
and shaved in all the right places. In my blue jeans and faded cham-
ois shirt, 1 felt conspicuous and embarrassed,

At some point the conversation turned to gossip about queer

+]._.s
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writers not at the conference. Cathy, an editor for a well-known
lesbian press, started in on one of “her” writers, a novelist from
rural Oregon. Having heard me talk earlier about growing up there,
Cathy turned to me and asked, “When Laura asks me to send seuff
to her PO. box because during the winter rains the mail carrier
might not be able to navigate the dirt road to her maifbox, is she
serious?” | wanted to laugh, to have some clever retort to slide
off my rongue. Instead, I politely explained about dirt roads and
months of rain. Whar this New York femme didn't know abourt
rural fiving didn't offend me; rather it was the complete urban bias
of the evening that did. Was I uncomfortable, feeling conspicuous
and embarrassed, because of class or because of urban/frural differ
ences? | can’t separate the two.

Experiences like this one have brought me to needing words
for my class location. Sometimes I say I'm mixed-class, living
somewhere between working-class and middle-class in a border
fand rarely, if ever, acknowledged or defined. Other times 1 feel
like a bridge: one foot rooted in the working class, connected by
way of familiarity and allegiance; the other resting in the middle
class, understanding what 1 gained, as well as lost, in my parents’
upward scramble. T span the distance, able to sit in a posh Boston
hotel with weli-dressed New York butch and femme dykes and not
feel shame, only embarrassment. Or is it as simple as still feeling like 2
country hick—with all of its class implications—in the city? In any
case, it feaves me feeling queer in the queer community.

Just how urban is the most visible of queer identities, how
middie-ciass, how consumer-oriented? ’'m remembering Stonewall
25, media shorthand for New York City’s celebration of the 25th
anniversary of the Stonewall Rebellion. If one were to belicve the
mainstream media and much of the queer media, it was a defining
event of queer identity in the 'gos. I didr’t go. 1 can’t tolerate New
York City: its noise, crowds, grime, heat, concrete, and traffic. |
inherited my facher’s rural fear of cities as big and tall as New York.
I've gone to queer pride marches for the last 15 years, but Stonewall
2¢ was different, a commercial extravaganza of huge proportions,
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From the reports 1 heard, the tickets for many of the events cost
outrageous amounts of money. Who could afford the benefit dance
at $150, the concert at $50, the T-shirt at $25? 1 know that ar the
1993 March on Washington trinkets and souvenirs flourished. Not
only could one buy 14 different kinds of T-shirts but also coffee
mugs, plastic flags, freedom rings, and posters, I can only assume
this proliferation was even more astonishing at Stonewall 25. And
sliding-scale prices? They're evidently a thing of the past. Stone~
wall 25 strikes me not so much as a celebration of a powerful and
life-changing uprising of queer people, led by trans people of color,
by drag queens and butch dykes, fed up with the cops, but as a
middle- and upper-class urban party that opened its doors oaly to
those who could afford ic.

Why does the money that creates Stonewall 25 and events like
it rarely find its way to working-class and poor queers? Why does
the money stay urban? What about AIDS prevention programs,
LGRBT youth services, hate-crime monitoring, queer theater in the
mountains of rural Oregon, the cornfields of rural Nebraska, the
lowlands’ of rural South Carolina? Have we collectively turned our
backs on the small towns in Oregon that one by one are passing
local anti-gay ordinances? Are we in effect abandoning them fo
the Oregon Cirizens Alliance, the Christian right coalition which
spearheaded the outrageously homophobic Proposition ¢ in 1992
and which, after losing that vote, has directed its attention toward
local initiatives? Will we remember and support Brenda and Wanda
Hansen of Camp Sister Spirit, white, rural, working-class leshians
who are building and maintaining lesbian and feminist space in ru-
ral Mississippi, when the homophobic violence they face—dead
dogs in their mailbox, gunfire at night—no longer makes the head-
lines?

———a

In “Rural Organizing: Building Community Across Difference,” Su-
zanne Pharr writes:
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If we cannot do rural organizing around lesbian and gay is-
sues, then rural lesbians and gay men are left with limited op-
tions: leaving our roots to live in cities; living fearful invisible
Hves in our rural communities; or with visibility, becoming
marginalized, isolated, and endangered. Not one of these op~
tions holds the promise of wholeness or freedom.*

If we do choose to engage in rural organizing, to effectively build
queer communities and foster queer identity in the backwoods, 1
wasnt us to follow the lead of rural poor and working-class queer
people. I want urban activists to take a back seat, to lend their sup-
port—financial and otherwise—-as rural lesbians and gay men, trans
and bisexual people build and strengthen community among them-
selves. This will be the easy part for urban, middle-class queer
people to do.

The harder part wifl be understanding the alliances queer peo-
ple—urban and rural—neced to create with seraight rural people,
the same folks urban people call rednecks, hicks, clods, and bigots.
Building and supporting these alliances will entail many different
kinds of organizing, At the heart of this work needs to be a struggle
against economic injustice, since most people—queer and
straighe—living in rural communities (with the exception of resort
towns and retirement enclaves) are poor and working-class. This
means confronting unemployment, inadequate food and housing,
unaffordable and inaccessible health care and education—issues
queer activists have largely ignored. It is neither easy nor glamor-
ous work, sometimes as simple as lending support to a strike or a
family out of work, other times as complex as fighting for health
care reform that serves the needs of both rural and queer commu-
nities. It will be slow work, creating queer visibility and acceptance
by building community among queer people most accustomed to
isolation and by finding common cause with the very people cast as
the country’s biggest, most backward homophobes, But it is ex-
actly this kind of work that will erode rural homaophobic violence,

Consider, for example, the eight months [ lived at the Wom-
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en's Encampment for a Future of Peace and Justice in rural New
York near the town of Romulus, The violence we faced—as
a community of women, mostly leshians, protesting the exis-
tence of the largest US Army nuclear weapons storage site in the
world-—had several sources. The Army Depot was the primary
source of jobs for the people in Romulus, and we were a clear
and absolute threat to those jobs. We mouthed the rhetoric of eco-
nomic conversion but never serously worked on the problems of
economic injustice, never asked the hard question, “What happens
to the people who work ar the Depor after it closes?” Because we—
mostly middle-class, urban activists working within the context of
the women’s peace movement—never asked the question, much
less worked toward an answer, we lived in a community that never
stopped being angry at us, That anger most typically came cut as
homophobic vielence. By the very nature of activism, activists en
counter anger and resistance all the time, but in Romudus, by not
addressing the economic issues, the chances of diffusing the anger
and working roward true justice were decreased. In addition, the
chances of dyke activists living in comfortable co-existence with the
people of Romulus were zero.

Alongside the issue of economic injustice was the ever-present
fact of our queerness——both perceived and acrual. In its first two or
three years, thousands of women visited and lived at the Camp, and
the homophobic violence they encountered was virulent and, for a
while, unrclenting. By the time I lived there, seven years after the
Camp’s founding, our numbers were smatler, and we had settled
into a less volatile but still uncasy co-existence with Romulus. To
arrive at this relationship, Peace Camp women had worked hard
to build alliances with local people—farmers, business owners, the
waitresses at the one restaurant in town. One of these alliances
was with Bill, the county shesiff. He and his co-workers had done
everything from arresting Peace Camp women to issuing us parade
permits to helping diffuse violence directed toward us.

During my time at the Camp, 1 became Bill's contact, a role
which made me quite uncomfortable but one I was willing to fill
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because I knew thar an ailiance with him, not as our protector, but
as a local whom other locals respected, was important. While other
Peace Camp women felt scornful and hostile toward Bill, 1 devel-
oped a cordial working relationship with him. I certainly under
stood their scorn for a burly, uniformed white man toting a gun,
hyper-aware that rural sheriffs, just like their urban counterparts,
can easily be the occupiers and destroyers of marginatized commu-
nities. But at the same time, Bill had been known on more than one
occasion to go knocking on doors, looking for the people who had
committed homophobic violence, I knew that maintaining an alli-
ance with him was part of nurturing our rural dyke community. The
urban women with whom I lived understood my discomfort and
ambivalence abour our relarionship with the county sheriff but not
my willingness to mainsain it, to stand out on the porch and talk
about the weather, the corn crop, and the Peace Camp with Bill.

I want all of us to listen to Suzanne Pharr's words, because
wholeness and freedom need to be at the center of queer iden
rity and activism, If queer activists and communities don't create
the “options that hold the promise of wholeness {and} freedom”
for all queer people, rural as well as urban, working-class and poor
as wel as middle- and upper-class, we have failed. And if we fail,
those of us who are rural or ruralraised, poor and working-class,
even mixed-class, will have to continue to make difficult choices,
to measure what our losses arc worth.

My leaving gave me a dyke community but didn’t change my class
focation. Before | feft, 1 was a rural, mixed-class, queer child in a
straight, rural, working-class town. Afterwards, I was an urban-
transplanted, mixed-class, dyke activist in an urbana, mostly middle-
class, queer commanity, Occasionally I simply feel as if 've traded
one displacement for another and lost home to boot. Most of the
time, however, I know that it is life-blood for me to five openly in
relative safety as a dyke among dykes; to live thousands of miles
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away from the people who raped and tortured me as a child; to live
in a place where finding work is possible; to live with easy access to
books and music, movies and concerts, when I can afford them.
But 1 hate the cost, hate the kind of exile I feel.

This displacement, marked by my sense of never quite belong-
ing, has become an ordinary condition in my life, only noticed when
I meet new people or trave] to new places. Some years ago, a friend
and I took a trip to lesbian land in Oregon, visiting WomanShare,
Oregon Women's Land (OWL), and the Healing Ground, hanging
out with dykes, hiking in the mountains, splitting firewood, plant
ing trees. When we left WomanShare heading north, Janice told us
about a dyke-owned natural food store in Myrtle Creek and asked
us to say hello to Judith if we stopped. Two hours later we pulled oft
Interstate § into a rickety lictle logging rown. My friend, a Jewish
dyke who grew up in suburban Cleveland and suburban Detroit,
noticed the John Birch sign tacked under the “Welcome to Myr
tle Creek” sign, while I noticed the familiar ramshackle of Main
Street, the hilis checkered with overgrown clearcuts, the one-ton
pickups with guns resting in their rear windows. We parked and
started to make a shopping list: fruit, bread, cheese, munchies for
the road, I could feel Marjorie grow uncomfortable and wary, the
transition from leshian land o town, particularly one thar adver
tised its John Birch Society, never easy. On the other hand, [ felt
alert but comfortable in this place that looked and smelled like
home. In white, rural, Christian Oregon, Marjorie’s history as an
urban, middie-class few and mine as a rural, mized-class gentile
measured a chasm between us.

As we walked into the grocery store, the woman at the cash
register smiled and said, “Welcome, sisters,” and all I could do was
smile back. Judith wanted news from WomanShare, asked abous
Janice and Billie, answered our questions about Eugene, already
knew about the woman from Fishpond who had committed sui-
cide a week earlier. News of her death moved quickly through
this rural dyke community; as we traveled north, we heard women
from southern Oregon to Seattle talking about and grieving for

+7-



~48  place

this woman. As I stood in Judith’s store, I began to understand
that OWL, WomanShare, Rainbow's End, Fly Away Home, Fish-
pond, and the Healing Ground weren't simply individual, isolated
pieces of lesbian land, created and sustained by transient, urban
dykes, They are links in a thriving rural, queer network. When
Judith asked where I was from, [ tried to explain what it meant
to discover this network a mere hundred miles east of my un-
arriculated dyke childhood. 1 smiled some more as Judith told
stories about being a dyke in Myrtle Creek, stories interrupted
as she greeted customers by name and exchanged local gossip
and news. Marjorie and I left 45 minutes later with a bag of
groceries and a pile of stories. As we drove north, I reached out
to my ever-present sense of displacement and found it gone for
the moment.

I certainly don't believe that I can cure my displacement with
a simple move back to rhe Oregon mountains where 1 could live
at OVWL or WomanShare. The questions of safety and paying the
rent would still be too big and eventaally compel me to leave again,
My displacement, my exile, is twined with problems highlighred in
the intersection of queer identity, working-class and poor identity,
and rural identity, problems that demand not a personal retreat,
buc long-lasting, systemic changes. The exclusivity of queer com-
munity shaped by urban, middle-class assumptions. Economic in-
justice in the backwoods. The abandonment of rural working-class
cubture. The pairing of rural people with conservative, oppressive
values. The forced choice beeween rural roots and urban queer hife.
These problems are the connective tissue that brings the words
queer; class, and exile together. Rather than a relocation back to the
Oregon mountains, ] want a redistribution of economic resources
so that wherever we live~~in the backwoods, the suburbs, or the
city-—there is enough to eat; warm, dry houses for everyone; true
universal access to heaith care and education, | want queer activ-
ists to struggle against homophobic violence in rural areas with
the same kind of tenacity and creativity we bring to the struggle in
urban areas, I want rural, working-class, and poor queer people to



{ou'ﬂg home 49«

be leaders in our communities, to shape the ways we will celebrate
the soth anniversary of Stonewall. T want each of us to be able to
bring our queerness home.
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brutes and bumper stickers

THE NORTHERN SPOTTED? OWL IS A SOLITARY LITTLE BROWN BIRD THAT
lives in the Pacific Northwest, nesting in old growth forest. For
years environmentalists and biologises in Oregon have known not
only that this bird is in trouble bur also that its decline indicates
trouble in an entire ecosystem. Each pair of owls nceds a sizeable
but disputed number of acres of old growth forest to survive, al-
though the bird may also, depending on which biologists one talks
to, live in undisturbed second growth forest. As more and more of
its habirar has been cut, the owl has suffered. In 1990 after much
pushing by environmentalists, the federal government declared the
spotted owl a threatened species, protecting not only the bird un-
der the Endangered Species Act, but also some of the remaining
old growth in the Northwest, This move created an uproar, which
caught the artention of the national media. AH of a sudden, the
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spatted owl and clearcut logging became a story in Time, on the AP
wire, in the Utne Reader, on the cover of Backpacker; as if this crisis
were brand new.

was already living in Michigan and hungrily read the articles,
looked at the photos, recognized the place names. The journalists,
both in the mainstream and progressive press, seemed fixated on
a certain bumper sticker they found on loggers’ pickup trucks. It
read, “Save a logger, kill a spotted owl.” Depending on the political
viewpoint of the journalist and the publication, this favored detail
led to one of two analyses. The first focused on unemployment and
economic hardship, and the logger became a victim of impending
environmental regulations, which would put him out of work. The
second scrutinized the big timber companies, their timber man-
agement and profiteering; and the logger became an accomplice.
Both analyses were easy enough to document, and in both the log-
ger was a brute. As a victim, the logger is a poor dumb brute lashing
out—rightly or wrongly—at environmentalists. As an accomplice,
he is a loyal brute ziding and abetting the timber industry,

Take for example an article in the Earth First! Journal, the news-
paper of the radical, in-your-face, direct-action group Earth First,
describing three non-violent blockades of road-building operations
and logging sites in Brirish Columbia, The activists invoived in the
blockades write of the violence and harassment they encountered
at the hands of loggers, Throughout the article they use language
and images that turn the loggers into dumb brutes. The loggers
are described as “Neanderthal thugs” and “club-wielding maniacs,”
likened to the Ku Kiux Klan,” and quoted as saying, “People like

* Missing from this article and my 1999 analysis is any real ackaowledgement of
the existence of a strong white supremacist movement in the Norchwess, Likening
loggers to the KKK in the context of a conflict between men working their jobs
and activists protesting that woek is simply an inflammatory way of calling loggers
“hrutes” and at the same rime erivializing through analogy the very real torror and
violence perpetrated by the KKX over many decades. Rather than making reivial-

izing analogies, Td like white environmental activists to be asking probing questions
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you are gonna die.” To clearly and accurately report unjust, exces-
sive, and frightening violence is one thing; to portray a group of
people as dumb brutes is another, An analysis of the loggers’ vio-
lence follows this description. The activists from the Forest Action
Network (FAN) write:

The anti-environmental movement has been created and funded by the
ftimber] corporations and FAN helds the corporations responsibie for
the growing atmosphere of violence and hostility berween lopgers and
environmentaists in British Colembia.... Forest workers [are} indoctri-
natedt tor believe that we, in our “quasi-religious zealotry,” are trying to
take away not only their jobs, but their entire “way of life...” After a
decade of layoffs due to increased mechanization and overcutting, the
forest industry is playing on its workers’ fears about job security and
using them to fuel the fires of hostility against us, the new enemy, the

dreaded “preservationists.”

Their analysis is more articulate than most in outlining corporate
responsibility, but the change in language is remarkable. Loggers
are no longer Neanderthal thugs but indoctrinated forest work-
ers. FAN wants it all three ways: they want dumb brutes, com-
plicit brutes, and dominating corporate interest. This article is
unusual in the environmental press only in that it embraces all
three at once.

Complicit brutes, dumb brutes. I sit at my computer and imagine
you, my reader, You have never seen a clearcut, or if you have, you
were a tourist. Regardiess of what you think about the timber

about the connections hetween envirenmental injustice and white supremacist ac-
tivity in the Northwest and to be acting in solidarity with communicies of color,
LGBT communities, and Jewish communities, all of which have been targeted by

that activig—E.C,, 2004
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industry, you believe loggers are butchers, maybe even murderers.

Perhaps P'm oversimplifying. Maybe your people are coal min-
ers or oif drillers. Mayhe you're a Jogger or fisherman. Or maybe,
like me, you grew up among them. If so, you will understand my
need to taltk about complicity and stupidity, alchough our under
standings may differ dramatically Maybe you're intimately involved
in Native American fand-rights struggles: forced relocation at Big
Mountain, fishing rights on the Columbia Rives, preservation of
sacred ground in the Black Hills. If so, you will know white people
in general as butchers and murderers, You may get lost in the jar
gon but understand the politics or vice versa, or you may under
stand both and wonder why I’m wasting paper. Whoever you are,
let me tell you three srories.

_____

1977. My father and 1 are building a big wooden house, This sum-
mer he and T are framing the walls, putting the siding on, nailing
2x4s together, cutting beams to length. We get our fumber from
Tucker’s Mil, a one-family sawmill 20 miles north of us. Most of
the other mills have closed permanently; the Siskiyou National
Forest is nearly logged out. 1 love the lumber drops. Mr. Tucker
comes driving up our logging read driveway, his flatbed truck
loaded high with wood. T know the dimensions—ix6, 234, 2x6,
2x12, 4x8—by sight, some rough-cut, others planed, the 2x4s and
2x6s stained red on both ends. The wood slides off the flatbed
with a crash, After Mr. Tucker leaves, we cut the steel bands thae
hold the foad together and begin to stack the lumber. My hands
turn sticky and rough from the pockets of sap oozing from the
fresh-cut wood.

Then one day we stop. We don't have the lumber we need. My
father grumbles about Mr. Tucker. We need the support beams—
the biggest 4 inches thick by 16 inches wide by 24 feet long. They
have to be free of heart center, sawed from the strongest part of
the log, avoiding the softer core wood that runs down the center of
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a tree. We wait for two weeks before my father finally calls the mill
to complain. Mr. Tucker explains he hasn’t been able to find logs
big enough or long enough to cur a 4x16, 24 feet long, free of heart
center. A week later the beams arrive, Mr. Tucker has obviously
found the logs he needed.

Unless you're a carpenter, house builder, architect, logger, mill
or lumber yard worker, you probably don't know how big a 4x16
beam, 24 feet long, is or how big the log from which it comes has to
be. The trees felled, bucked—delimbed and cut into sections—and
milled to make the beams that supported our roof had to be gigan-
tic Douglas firs, undoubtedly old growth cut from small stands of
trees on privately owned ranches. My father and I never questioned
our need for beams this big. I never truly connected those beams
to trees. This is complicity. Now et me tell you about stupidity.

.......

1991, I am visiting Port Orford for the first time in four years. My
sister, a neighbor from up the river, and 1 bask in the sun at Butler
Bar, the river cold and green, the rocks we sit on warm, speckled
gray and white. Ian tells us about the environmental baetles that his
stepfather, Jim, has won in the last number of years. Elk River is
now classified a Wild and Scenic River, providing a certain level of
protection for its spawning beds. Grassy Xnob will remain a road-
less wilderness area, protecting thousands of acres of old growth
forest. Both have been won though protracted struggle against US
Forest Service policy and practice.

i think about Jim, a timber cruiser turned environmentalist. A
timber cruiser goes into an area targeted for clearcutting, looks at
the lay of the land, estimates the board-foot yield per acre and the
costs of building roads, marks trees, and reports back to the Forest
Service or the private timber company about feasibility and poten-
tial profit. Jim knows the hills well, 2 mountain man who believes
in Bigfoot, a bird watcher who built his house with a chainsaw. He
and his family live across the river from the salmon hatchery To get

L
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to their house, they wade the river, take a canoe, or hope the gas
powered cable car is working, Not an easy way of life, but one that
certainly suits Jim. The spawning bed at Anvil Creek borders his
land. I remember the winter drunk teenagers tried to snag spawning
salmon from the creck, an ilegal but common source of entertain-
meny, equaled only by shooting seagulls at the local dump. Jim heard
the ruckus and appeared with his shorgun, ready to shoot. After thar,
spaggers left Anvil Creek alone. T ask lan where Jim is this summer,
thinking ['d like to sec him. “Oh, in British Columbia, making good
money that'll last all year, ceuising old growth. He'’s made too much
troubie here, The Forest Service won't give him contracts.” The man
who fights to save the Siskiyous and the Elk River watershed pre-
pares the slopes in British Columbia for clearcutting,

Jint's work as an environmentalist ks that of an insider, a logger
whose refationship to trees and fish is complex. They are resources
to be used as well as beings to be respected and protecred. The
ecosystem of an old growth forest is neither the untouchable,
romanticized forest of many urban environmentalists nor the lim-
itless raw material of North American corporate greed. For Jim and
others like him, the woods provide sanctuary, home, and hveli-
hood. What takes Jim to British Columbia; why is he willing to
cruise timher—particularly old growth—in any state, province, or
country? ‘The answer is simple: money, food on his table, gas in his
truck, so he can be a hermit, a mountain man, and an environmen-
talist during the long rainy season,

Is Jim the dumb brute you expect a logger to be? Probably not,
but you don't tike the ambiguity. Or maybe you're feeling tricked.
Did you expect a story about a working-class redneck, a faller or
choker setter, a bucker or truck driver, or maybe the man who pulls
green chain——pulling the fresh-cut lumber off the saw—at the mill?
That's my third story, but these men are no more complicit than
the 13-year-old who loved lumber and helped her father build a big
wooden house, no more stupid than Jim.

..........
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My mother teaches compaosition and literature at the community
colliege in Coos Bay, a logging town that almost collapsed when
Weyerhaeuser permanently closed its big mill. Every quarter she
teaches out-of-work and injured loggers and mill workers. If these
men had their druthers, theyd srill be in the woods, but because
of work-related disabilitics—either permanent or temporary—mill
closings, and the depletion of trmber, they need to find other ways
to put food on their tables. They have spent years working in the
forests and mills. Some started as choker setters, working their
way up the ladder to become faflers or foremen. The most danger-
ous and lowest paying job on a logging erew, a choker setter wraps
chain around each log as it lies helter-skelter on the slope so it
can be dragged up to the loading area. Others drive logging trucks,
know how to navigate the steepest, narrowest logging roads car-
rying tons of logs behind them. Seill others have fed logs into the
roar of the sawmill, pulled lumber out the other end. They know
logs, trees, the lay of the land, chainsaws, and forklifts as well as ur
ban folks know the criss-cross of streets in their neighborhoods. If
you want to see a marbled murrelet, a bird-like the spotted owl—
in trouble because it's losing habitat to clearcut logging, ask one
of them. They'll know where to look, even give you directions if
you're fucky:

A few of these loggers and mill workers write about their work
ta complete assignments my mother gives them. She says some of
their essays break her heart, essays written by men who fove the
woods and the steep hills of the Siskiyous, who fell and buck the
trees, and know the tension between their work and their love.
They also know that the two aren’t diametrically opposed. Their
long days outside, the years of trudging up and down impossibly
steep hills, chainsaws balanced over shoulders, feed their love, And
in turn their joy at the morning fog lifting off the trees, the sound
of pileated woodpeckers and gray squirrels, bolsters their willing-
ness to do the dangerous, body-breaking work of logging. Other
essays make my mother grind her teeth: pieces about conquest,
the analogy betrween felling a 300-year-old Douglas fir and raping a



woman only thinly veiled, both acts to be bragged about, In these
essays, trees are jobs, endlessly renewable resources, lumber, and
paper; the natural world, a force to be subdued.

Al chese loggers and mill workers are fighting poverty, strug-
gling to pay the rent, the mortgage, the medical bills on a paycheck
that has vanished. There are few unions in the logging business.

The timber corporations all have long histories of union-
busting. The last time the mill workers tried to unionize at Weyer-
haeuser’s Coos Bay mill, the company threatened to pull out
completely if organizing efforts didn't stop. The mill workers
wouldn’t back down, and Weyerhaeuser did in fact shut the mill
down for months. In Coos Bay when people can't find timber or
fishing jobs, they work the rourist season May through September
and earn minimum wage. So these loggers and mill workers enroll
at the community college and sit in my mother’s classes, maybe
hopefuf, but more likely consumed by anxiety.

You, my reader, maybe 1 am imagining you wrong. Rather than
believing that loggers are murderers and that logging is rape pure
and simple, maybe you place loggers on some sort of pedestal, as
the quintessential exploited worker in a capitalist economy. Maybe
you believe that logging is ugly but somehow romantic. Make no
mistake: there is nothing romantic about logging. It is dangerous
work, fraught with hazards that can tear bodies apart. Mr. Rodg-
ers, the father of my best friend in junior high and high school, tost
his left arm to a sawmill. Jim Woodward, who lived upriver from
us, could barely watk, his back broken in a logging accident years
before. In addition to the catastrophic accidents, there is the rou
tine hearing loss, the nerve damage caused by chainsaw vibration,
the missing fingers. Nor are loggers romantic, larger-than-life char
acters. Some of them hate my queer, socialist-anarchist, feminist,
tree- and fish-loving self, but their hatred isn't unique. They share
it with many people in this country.

They are not brutes by virtue of being loggers. Or if they are,
then so am 1, so is Jim, and so are the journalists who write about
the bumper stickers they find on loggers’ pickups. Do these jour
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nalists ever look for bumper stickers on logging executives’ sedans?
Do they ever wonder why the sticker “Save a logging exec, kill a
spotted owl” doesn’t exist? What story would they write if they
stumbled across the bumper sticker I ironically imagine, “Save a
logger, save the owls, kill a logging exec™

59...
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1 HAVE LIVED LONG ENOGUGH WITH MY CURRENT POLITICS IN A WORLD
that is being ripped asunder, long enough away from the ordinariness
of clearcurs and my unquestioned childhood loyalties, to believe
clearcut logging is a crime, At the same time, I am still the kid who
lived on the edge of a logged-over national forest; I understand the
anger behind “Save a logger, kill a spotted owl.” Who is going to
save the logger? 1f we as a country are finally deciding, after five
centuries of white-led cultural and environmental rampage across
North America, to save the spotted owl and fragments of its
habitat, then we as a people need to be accountable to the folks
who will be unemployed, possibly homeless and hungry, because of
that decision. To turn away from this is to act as if loggers and
logging communities are more complicit with environmental
destruction than the rest of us.

¢
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In rruth every one of us who is not poor benefits materially
from the belief that we live in a country of endlessly renewable re-
sources. We not only benefir, we perpetuate it. Most of us recog-
nize, in this era of recycling, how we consume paper in endiess
quantities: paper napkins, paper plates, paper towels, toilet paper,
newspaper, cardboard and paper packaging, paper bags, copy pa-
per. But do we know the true cost of a sheet of paper, not the mere
cents we pay af our local copy center or office supply store, but the
real price? Would we be willing to pay 50 censs, a doHlax, per sheet?
Think about the lumber from which our homes—if we have
homes—were buiit. How many of us know where it came from? If
our houses are new, were old houses torn down as they were buiit?
Was the lumber reused or thrown in the dump? Are we prepared to
never buy another new piece of wood furaiture? If we use fireplaces
or woodstoves, can we comumit to never cutting another tree down
for firewood, to only burning already-downed wood? Think about
the salmon we eat, that sought-after delicacy. How much do we pay
for the lox on bagels, the salmon steak; how much would we be
willing to pay? The point isn't to feel guilty, but rather responsible,
to recognize how our out-of-control consumption creates the
logic of and need for clearcutting, creates our belief in endiessly
renewsable resources. In order for trees and salmon to become
truly renewable resources again, we will need to consume much
fess for 2 long time, The cycle of a Northwest forest, west of the
Cascades, from sapling to carly successional trees {alder, tan oak)
ta climax species {fir, cedar, spruce) is measured in centuries. If we
value old growth forests and the life they give the planet-—value
not just timber, but wilderness—we will have to leave the Siskiy-
ous and other clearcut areas alone for many, many years,

A tuller analysis must also include capitatism and free market
trade. At the expense of the environment, foggers, and mill work
ers, Weyerhaeuser and the other big timber corporations have
made billions of dollars of profit in the fast decades. Today they
are making big money by curting old growth trees as fast as they
can and exporting the unprocessed logs to Japan.! Their profits are
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reaped from private Jand owned by the timber companies and from
public land, controlled by state and federal governments.

In this fuller analysis, we must not forget the role of the US
Forest Service. In spite of its own rhetoric, the Forest Service’s
primary mission isn't to protect wilderness, take care of forest
fands, maintain campgrounds and hiking trails. Rather it is to line
the pockets of the timber industry with even more profit. It has
built tens of thousands of miles of road to benefit no one but log-
ging companies, sometimes pouring far more tax dollars into the
roads than the timber giants will ever pull out in trees. It routinely
bids fand out for clearcutting at a loss. In short the federal govern-
ment subsidizes Weyerhaeuser and Georgia-Pacific, just as it does
big business all over the world. Who is complicit and how?

Part of the answer lies inside capitalism, cthat economic sys-
tem we've been brainwashed to accept as inevitable, a system that
insists upon profit as the supreme value. Working within this
framework, logging executives and stockholders in the timber in-
dustry and bureaucrats in the Forest Service are only doing what
capitalism expects when they destroy the last of the old growth
forest to make a buck. Still, to blame the system without also hold-
ing individuals accountable is to leave the system untouched. Com~
plicity follows twin paths, one tracking the course of capitalism
and the other tracking the people who sustain and benefir the
most from that system. To end environmental descruction, we have
to acknowledge who becomes rich and who pays the heaviest price.
And then we must make the accrual of wealth based upon thar
destruction impossible. In short we need to dismantle capitalism
and replace it with an economic system that doesn’t place profit
ahead of people and the planet.

Blame is simpler. Often when middle-class, urban environ-
mentalists start talking about the spotted owl and environmental
destruction, loggers get blamed. Like most working-class people
doing the dirty work—whether it be oi! drilling or coal mining or
logging—loggers are easy, accessible symbols. In contrast logging
executives, like corporate America in general, spend considerable
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time, energy, and money on being slippery and less accessible,
White middle-class activists so easily forget about the bosses, the
rich white men in suits who run the world, when they face the
workers, the working-class men in caulk boots and flannel shirts
who run the chainsaws.

Loggers’ livelihoods are threatened. Many environmentalists
skillfully use statistics to argue that overlogging and mechanization
dramatically reduced the number of timber jobs ten to twenty
years ago. Concurrently they argue that the recenr legislation to
protect the spotted owl and fragments of old growth forest won’t
really affect the availability of timber jobs. But in truth, loggers’
livelihoods are being threatened. Fifteen or twenty years ago when
the jobs in Port Orford dried up, loggers and mill workers moved
to Conquille, Bandon, Myrtle Point, or Coos Bay and found other
logging and mill jobs. Now when timber jobs dry up in the few
towns that still have meager timber economies, there is nowhere
to migrate. The people most intimately affected—those running
the chainsaws and forklifts—see the end of the line, and so up go
the bumper stickers, “Save a logger, kil a spotted owl.” Just as log-
gers are easy, accessible symbols for the anger of white middle-
class urban environmentalists, so is the spotted owl an easy target
for the unemployed or soon-to-be unemployed logger.

At stake are small, rickety logging and fishing towns like Port
Orford. Building supplies or fencing material, cars waiting for
repair or worn-out appliances, sit in many front yards. The trees
on Main Street, mostly scrubby shore pine, grow leaning north,
shaped by the southerly storms that beat the town during the rainy
season. The buildings all need new paint jobs. Loose signs bang in
the wind. At stake is the fabric of a rural, white working-class cul-
ture. { never carried a house key; we simply didn't lock our house.
No one at the one bank in town ever asked me for identification;
ali the telters knew me by name. It is a culture full of racism, a cul-
ture that never blinks an eye at the auto repair shop called the Kar
Kare Kiinic, the KKK for short. A culture that doesa’t know the
meaning of anonymity. A culture that takes children born out of
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wedlock, single mothers, and common law marriages for granted.

I remember in second grade when the plywood mill closed
for the first time, half my class moved out of town. Those families
simply migrated to Bandon, where they found similar work. Fifteen
years ago when a salmon season was tight, commercial fishermen
knew the next season would more than make up for it. Today there
are no fogging jobs in Port Orford and no logging jobs in Bandon or
anyplace else in southwest Oregon, Today salmon don’t run in the
hundreds of thousands, and if one believes the persistent rumors,
the cannery no longer houses fish but drugs on their way to the cit-
ies hundreds of miles inland.

Today Port Orford is a tourist town, a retirement town, and a
hippie artist town, barely hanging on. To thrive in its new make-
over, Port Orford would need to be fairly accessible to an urban
area, have pleasant warm beaches, and artracr rich people ready to
spend their money. In reality it's a remote backwoods rown that
people pass through on their way north up Highbway 101, not a
place where the rich come to vacation and buy funky art. It’s a
town with wild, rugged, chilly beaches that tourists admire briefly
from their cars, not a resort teeming with people dressed for the
sand and sus, Its biggest employer is the public school district. The
loggers and mill workers have lefr, gone back to school, or barely
squeak by, piecing together odd jobs, The fishermen have left, lost
their boats and gone bankrupt, work the drug trade, or struggle by,
catching Dungeness crab, red snapper, and ling cod. Many people
depend heavily on welfare, 1 don't know what will happen when the
so-called welfare reform really takes effect. AH the dubious welfare-
to-work programs depend on the existence of work. Schoolteach-
ers, ranchers who own land free and clear, and people who retired
to southwest Oregon seem relatively unaffected. In short Port Or
ford is dying and has been for a long time.

This story of slow death and abandonment has repeated itself
i many Northwest logging and fishing towns, and the alternatives
offered these towns are disgusting. In July 1994 I heard two reports
on National Public Radio about dying logging towns, one about
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Aberdeen, Washington, and the other about Weed and Crescent
City, both in northern California. In Aberdeen, the reporter went
to the construction site of a Wal-Mart store, where the reporter’s
guide went on and on about how this site represented the revical-
ization of town. In Weed, the reporter explored local reactions to
the possibility of building a maximum-security prisoa nearby. The
California state government specifically pushes the placement of
new prisons in towns with failing economies as a way of creating
new jobs. After the reporter toured Weed, he traveled to Crescent
City, a coastal logging and fishing town where one prison has al-
ready been built and a second one has been proposed.

Yes, Wal-Marts exist across the country. But the development
of low-paying service jobs in national and multinational chain stores
to the inevitable detrimenc of focally owned businesses will never
be the answer to the economic crises in fishing and logging towns,
And yes, with the current overcrowding of prisons, the astounding
rates of imprisonment, and the “three strikes and you're out” legis-
lation, the government will build more prisons. But maximum se-
curity prisons will no more solve the problem than will Wal-Marts.
The business of locking people up is dirty work to the tenth degree,
work that no one really wants, and so the government pawns it off
on communities that are in no position to say no. Prisons and na-
tional chains may in the short term provide some jobs, but in the
long term they will not be a foree for revitalization.

Rather we should be considering forest and watershed resto~
ration projects, alternagive sources of paper and ways of urifizing
existing paper and fumber mills, and truly sustainable logging uvs-
ing techniques that don't destroy ecosystems. 1 don’t know how
the working-class culture I grew up in will negotiate the changes
that must happen in order to save che old growth forests, but after
watching Port Orford struggle for 20 years, I do know there isn't
one simple answer,

In the meantime, | have a modest proposal. I suggest that en-
vironmentalists turn their attention to timber companies and log-
ging executives. Radical, direct-action activists: go plan non-violent,
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confrontational blockades of Weyerhaeuser’s corporate offices. Find
out where the CEQO lives. Picket his house, Heat up his life, Disrupt
board meetings. Monkey wrench logging execs’ cars. Demand that
all profits made from old growth trees in the last 20 years be re-
turned to a coalition of logging towns to help in their transition
away from a timber economy. Organizers and coalition builders:
work with loggers and mill workers. Expose unfair and dangerous
labor practices. Bring in OSHA. Help build a union. Passionate,
committed lobbyists: spearhead legistation that makes exporting
logs a crime, that outlaws making a profit off public land and old
growth forest, Work the electoral system. Find the working-class
politicians-to-be who understand environmental destruction and
rural working-class culture, and get them elected. Logging towns:
use the blood money from Weyerhaeuser and its itk to figure out
what’s nexr.,

F I

As citizens of the most powerful imperialist, resource-greedy na-
tion in the world, as consumers who have forgotten the meaning of
sustainable yield, are we now serious about changing our relation-
ship to the planet and its resources? Are we changing our attitudes
toward trees, fish, water, fand? Will we transform our assumptions
about profit made at the expense of the environment? If so, we
need to be equally serious about what happens to the people and
towns that arose from the old belief system.

And all the time, we must be conscious of who the “we” is. The
ideas, policies, practices, and history that underlie environmental
destruction in this country are European and European-American
in origin, regardless of who espouses those ideas now. This means
that white people who want to save old growth forests, preserve
watersheds, maintain biodiversity have a different relationship to
the struggle than do people of color: different from Native peo~
ples, whose genocide has been and still is intimately connected to
environmental destruction; different from African Americans and
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Latinos and Asian Americans, who, along with Native peoples,
often do the dirty work of environmental degradation—whether
it be digging uranium, cleaning up roxic waste, drilling for oil, or
harvesting pesticide-faden foods—and who often live with the con-
sequences in their backyards,

Towns like Port Orford have their entire histories rooted in
the European-American westward conguest of the United Srates.
For a long time even the land was perceived and used as an endless
resource. White people kilied millions of Native people to claim
ownership of this piece of the planet. White men came to the North-
west greedy for resources, looking for good fur, farmiand, gold—
the gold rush being one of the major resource frenzies of the 19th
century—and timber, Additionally they came o convert Native
people to Christianity. Rich industrialists latched on to the market
for timber, scteing up logging camps that were worked by the same
men who had come looking for fur, gold, and land. Small towns
grew up around the logging camps, around the ports and rivers
used to transport fur, gold, and logs, around the missions and army
outposts. They were towns built upon a certain worldview about
resources, a certain unquestioned greed, a certain racism, a certain
set of convictions about Christianity. They wouldn't exist if capital-
ism hadn't created a frenzy for fur and gold, if wood hadn'’t been in
great demand and hugely profitable, if trees hadn’t been conceived
of as endless raw material. And today these rowns still rest upon
the same beliefs. If we are serious about protecting the remaining
old growth forests, about saving the spotted owl from extinction,
then the beliefs, policies, and practices of the United States have
to change. We have to be accountable to the towns and people who
will be shaken to their roots by these changes.

If we are not serious, then to put the spotted owl on the En-
dangered Species list and protect, at least in the short term, a mere
fraction of old growth forest, is in truth to pit joggers against the
spotted owl. It is to apply a band-aid to a mortal wound. I don’t
believe that progressive people in this country truly want a band-
aid. 1 know that as the writer who grew up in the Siskiyou National
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Forest loving the trees and feeling a kinship with the loggers, as the
adult now grappling with old allegiances and new consciousness, as
the activist of multiple loyalries, | want more~—much more—-than
a band-aid. I wanrt a revolution in the hills and towns, among the
trees, 1 stilf call home.
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an epz'logue

1999, WHEN ¥ STARTED WRITING ABOUT CLEARCUT LOGGEING FIVE YEARS
ago, 1 had hoped, however naively, that the uproar about the
spotted owl and old growth forest might contain the seeds of
real change. I didn’t expect the fall of capitatism and the rise of a
people- and planet-friendly economic system, but 1 did think we
might start protecting forests, acknowledging the bind logging
towns find themselves in, and coming to terms with how most of
us are complicit in the whole mess. Unfortunately my optimism
scems ill-founded. In 50 years we may look back and recognize the
spotted owl controversy as a turning point, but for now not much
has changed.

The timber companies still defend their practices, some even
claiming environmental stewardship over their land, in effect re-
writing the language of timber management. The courts have heard

7



places

dozens of cases, some of which have stopped logging in specific fo-
cations, some of which haven’t. In 1989 US District Judge William
Dwyer declared a logging moratorium on federal land, awaiting a
plan to protect the spotted owl, then lifted it in 1994. Each session
of Congress since the spotted owl decision has taken aim at gutting
the Endangered Species Act, The Wise Use Movement has grown
bigger and stronger. Either a frong for the timber indusery or a
grassroots effort organized by fed-up loggers, ranchers, and fisher-
men, it keeps churning out stories of private, individual landowners
harmed by big government environmental regulation.

And as for the environmental movement, not a ot has changed
there either. The direct-action, radical wing of the movement contin-
ues to tree~sit and protest, successfully slowing or stopping logging
in crucial roadless areas, although it has had to re-examine some of
its stravegies, particularly tree spiking, in the wake of an accident
that left a mill worker severely injured. The lare Murray Bookchin
and other social ecologists, along with grassroots organizers like
Judi Bari, are among the few proponents of a wide-reaching analy-
sis of capitalism, class structure, and environmental destruction.’
And the movement as a whole seems bent on an idea of preserva-
tion that doesn’t examine the links among many different kinds of
violence and destruction.”

* Looking back over my critique of white middie-class environmental activisen, 1
want to acknowledge the important and fierce environmental justice work done by
people of color and white working-class and poor prople. T immediately think of
Winona Labuke, Linda Hogan, and Vandana Shiva, among many orhers. I also
think of the people of color who have struggled long and hard inside of Earth Firstl,
Take for instance the words of Puck, former editar of the Earth Eirst! Journal and
part of the anarchist people of color movement. In her artidle “Facing Off the Rad-
ical Environmental Lyach Maob,” where she calls oue the racism inside Eareh Fiesth
Puck writes, “We have aflegiances to build in many of the most poliured, oppressive
environments in the US and beyond. From Los Angeles o Detroit to Miami, people
of color are abways organizing against the corporations who dump and burn roxic

wastes ia their neighborhoods. Most people of color want clean water vo drink,
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At the White House, Bill Clinton muddled along. Environ-
mentalists welcomed the shift from a Republican to a Pemocratic
administration, even had high hopes for Clinton and Gore. The
President came to office promising a country “where we are pro-
growth and pro-environment,” and a solution to the timber im-
passe created by Judge Dwyer’s moratorium.* His solution, arising
from the 1993 Forest Summit in Portland, was a compromise that
sarisfied no one. It did force the Forest Service into doing water-
shed and ecosystem reviews before making timber sales, signifi-
cantly transforming policies in some districts. At the same time
Option g, as Clinton's compromise was named, allowed a full third
of remaining old growth forest to be cut. Logs were still being ex-
ported, Logging practices stayed essentially the same, Timber cor
porations were stili making money hand over fist. And yet Option
9 reduced the timber yield on federal lands significantly enocugh to
create yet more unemployment in logging communities and dida’t
offer real solutions to the unemployed loggers and mill workerss.
Then in 1995, Clinton undercut his own compromise, signing into
law a rider {written by the Republican leadership in Congress} that
basically exempted all federal timber sales from environmental
regulation. A year and a half and many old growth logs later, this
rider was repealed, leaving the woods to Option ¢ again.

In the meantime, the timber industry grows more muitina-
tional. Mills shut down in the United States and reappear in Mex-
ico. As timber supplies dwindle in the United States, clearcutting
spreads to Russia. And along Elk River, privately owned land is be-
ing stripped as fast as possible, second growth “junk” trees cut for
paper chip. I haven’t been back in years, but my sister tells me that
every time she visits another hillside or two or three is bare. She
figures that the Marshes and Wagners, the Wilsons and Mayas,

good organic food to eat, and beautiful forests, deserts, and rivers to explore.... It in-
sulting as hell when white people ralk abour ecological issues ke they're Great White
Secrets that people of color don't care about and can't understand.” (Puck, “Facing Off
the Radical Environmental Lynch Mob,” Earth First! Journal 24.6 [zoog1—E.C., 2000
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simply feel they want as much money as they can get from their
land before government regulation descends and tells them, “This
you can do, This you can’t.” Who is asking the hard questions about
logging on private land? Are the hills being replanted? Are streams
and spawning beds being protected? Have we Jearned nothing
about ecosystems or sustainable yield? In short, not much has gruly
changed. But let me tell one more story, a story about one thing
that has changed.

[

The Weyerhaeuser mill in Coos Bay shut its doors for good in the
late "Bos. A series of gigantic metal buildings, the mill sits along rail-
road tracks, sandwiched between Highway 1o1 and the port. At its
peak in the '60s and early '70s, Weyerhaeuser ran three shifts, saws
buzzing 24 hours a day. Logging trucks roared in with full loads,
pulled out empty. Big rafts of logs floated in the bay. White, steam-
like smoke poured from the stacks. I never went inside the mill,
just watched men enter and leave, hard hats and lunch pails in
hand, at shift change. It was nothing like Tucker’s Mill: one saw,
two forklifts, and Me Tucker standing in the yard with my facher,
shouting to be heard over the roar.

Now the old Weyerhaeuser mill houses a casino owned and run
by the Coquelle Indian Tribe, Sporting a green logo in the shape of
a stylized saw blade, the Mili Resort and Casino offers a typical ar-
ray of games, live entertainment, food, and accommodations. Now
limousines park outside where once only logging trucks, forklifts,
and one-ton pickups ventured.

The federal government dissolved the Coquelle Indian Tribe
in 1954 after a century of genocide and cultural imperialiso. In 1961
the last person died who had learned the Coquelle’s native lan-
guage, Miluk, as a child. The traditional ways of fishing on the Co-
quille River had been forgotten; the rituals of the salmon bake and
potlatch no longer practiced; Tupper Rock, 2 sacred place to the
Coquelie tribe, destroyed in the building of a jetty; the people dec-
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fmaced by smallpox and alcohof; treaties broken and land stolen.
This is the same story of European-American westward expansion
and imperialism repeated again and again. From 1954 on, the Co-
quelle people fought the federal dissolution of their tribe, in 1974
starting to work toward restoration, and in 1989 finally becoming a
federally recognized tribe again. The rebuilding of their culture has
been a slow process marked by a nusmber of firsts: the first salmon
bake in many years, the first acquisition of tribal fand since the
broken treaties and the 1954 termination, the first potlatch in over
a century, the first gathering of people to relearn Miluk.

Gaining economic self-sufficiency for the tribe has been one
of the goals in this restoration, and the Mill Casino is one of several
economic development projects. The “Tribe acquired the empry
mill in the early 'gos and turned it into 2 gambling palace, com-
plete with neon lights, black jack tables, and slot machines. 1 have
rrouble imagining the Mill Casino bustling with a typical Las Vegas
crowd, slick upscale tourists mixing with working-class hopefuls on
a cheap—or possibly expensive—weckend away. After ali, the near
est freeway is two hours away, and the Casino sits, not on a glitzy
neon strip or a semi-suburbanized cornfield, but on an industrial-
ized timber port. Instead I picture the guys who used to work for
Weyerhaeuser hanging out, drinking bees, playing slots, and remi-
niscing, sometimes blowing all of next week’s grocery money

Do casinos have anything more substantial to offer logging and
fishing towns than do Wal-Mart and maximum-security prisons?
Probably not, and yet there is a sorrowful, sweet irony to the Mill
Casino. The logging industry collapses under its own weight be-
canse trees are not as endless as white people believed. The Co-
quelle people struggle to revitalize 2 culture and community nearly
destroyed by the same forces that declared teees and land and fish
commodities in the first place, The white, working-class people
left in the wake of Weyerhacuser and a messy struggle over envi-
ronmental preservation squeak by, many of them growing desper
ate, angry, and poorer. Out of the shambles arises a casino, For some
white people in Coos Bay, it fuels moral indignation; for others
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who work the tourist season, it is a cause for hope. And for the
Coquelie people, the casino is one piece of an economic revitaliza-
tion process driven by the tribal-led Coquille Economic Develop-
ment Corporation. According to the Corporation’s website, its mission
is “to develop and manage healthy, viable businesses that contrib-
ute to the current and future well-being of the Coquille Tribe.” The
Mill Casino is not by any stretch of the imagination the revolution-
ary solution for which I ache, but it is an irony appropriate to the
complexity surrounding clearcut logging.






Late at night

as [ trace the long curve of your body,
tremors touch skin, reach inside,

and I expect to be taunted, only to have you
rise beneath my hands, ask for more.

—from “Tremors”
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freaks and queers

I. NAMING

Handicapped. A disabled person sits on the street, begging for her
next meal. This is how we survived in Burope and the United States
as cities grew big and the economy moved from a land base to an
industrial base. We were beggars, caps in hand. This is how some
of us still survive. Seattle, 1989: a white man sits on the sidewalk,
leaning against an iron fence. He smells of whiskey and urine, his
body wrapped in torn cloth. His legs are toothpickthin, knees
bent inward. Beside him leans a set of crutches. A Styrofoam cup,
half full of coins, sits on the sidewalk in front of him. Puget Sound
stretches out behind him, water sparkling in the sun. Tourists bus-
tle by. He strains his head up, trying to catch their eyes. Cap in
hand. Handicapped!

Disabled. The car stalled in the left lane of traffic is disabled.
Or alternatively, the broad stairs curving into a public building dis-
able the man in a wheelchair, That word used as a noun (the disabled
or people with disabilities), an adjective (disabled people), a verb (the

8y
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accident disabled her): in all its forms it means “unable,” but where
does our inability lie? Are our bodies like stalled cars? Or does dis-
ability live in the social and physical environment, in the stairs that
have no accompanying ramp? I think abour language. T often call
nondisabled people able-bodied, or when I'm feeling confronta-
tional, temporarily able-bodied. But if I call myself disabled in order
to describe how the ableist world treats me as a person with cere-
bral palsy, then shouldr’t T call nondisabled people enabled? That
word locates the condition of being nondisabled, not in the non-
disabled body, but in the world’s reaction to that bedy. This is not
a semantic game,

Cripple. The woman who walks with a limp, the kid who uses
braces, the man with gnarly hands hear the word cripple every day
n a hostile nondisabled world. At the same time, we in the disabil-
ity rights movement create crip culture, tell crip jokes, identify a
sensibility we call crip humor. Nancy Mairs writes:

I am a cripple. ¥ choose this word to name me.... People—crippled or
not-wince at the word cripple, as they do not at bandicapped or disabled.
Perhaps 1 wang them to wince, { want them 1o see me as a tough custom-~
er, one to whom the fates/godsiviruses have not been kind, but who can

face the brutal truth of her existence squarely As a cripple, T swagger.

Gimp. Slang meaning “to imp.” Gimp comes from the word gamnry,
which hobos in the 18th century used among themselves to describe
dangerous or unwelcoming places. Hobo to hebo, passing on the road:
“Don't go there. It’s gammy” Insider language, hobo solidarity. And
now a few centuries later, one disabled person greets another, “Hey,
gimp, How ya doin?” Insider language, gimp solidarity,

Retard. 1 learned carly that words could bruise a body. T have
been called retard too many times, that word sliding off the tongues
of doctors, classmates, neighbors, teachers, well-meaning strangers
on the street. In the years before my speech became understandable,
1 was universally assomed to be “mentally retarded.” When I started
school, the teachers wanted me in the “special education” program.
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My parents insisted 1 be given yet another set of diagnostic tests,
including an IQ) test, and I—being a white kid who lived in a house
full of books, ideas, and grammar-school English, being a disabled
kid who had finally learned how to talk—scored well. They let me
join the “regular” first grade. I worked overtime to prove those test
results right. Stll I was retard, monkey, defect on the playground, in
the streets, those words hurled at my body, accompanied by rocks
and rubber erasers. Even at home, I heard their echoes. My father
told me more than once to stop walking like a monkey. My mother
often talked about my birth defect. Words bruise a body more easily
than rocks and rubber erasers.

Differently abled, physically challenged. Nondisabled people,
wanting to cushion us from the cruelty of language, invented these
euphemisms. In explaining her choice of the word eripple, Nancy
Mairs writes:

Differently abled ... partakes of the same semantic hopefulness that
transformed countries from mndeveloped to underdevelaped, then to less
developed, and finally developing nations. People have continued to starve
in those countries during the shift. Some realities do not obey the dic-
tates of language.?

Differently abled is simply easier to say, easier to think about than dis-
abled or bandicapped or crippled,

Freak. 1 hold fast to my dictionary, but the definitions slip and slide,
tell half stories. I have to stop here. Freak forces me to think about naming,

Handicapped, disabled, cripple, gimp, retard, differently abled. 1
understand my relationship to each of these words. 1 scoff at bandi-
capped, a word 1 grew up believing my parents had invented specifi-
cally to describe me, my parents who were deeply ashamed of my
cerebral palsy and desperately wanted to find a cure. T use the word
disabled as an adjective to name what this ableist world does to us
crips and gimps. Cripple makes me flinch; it too often accompanied
the sticks and stones on my grade school playground, but 1 love
crip humos, the audacity of turning aepple into a word of pride.

§3-e



By

bodieq

Gimp sings a friendly song, full of irony and understanding. Retard
on the other hand draws blood every time, a sharp, sharp knife.
{n the world as it should be, maybe disabled people would be dif
ferently abled: a world where Braille and audio-recorded editions of
books and magazines were a matter of course, and hearing people
signed ASL; a world where schools were fully integrated, health
care, free and unrationed; a world where universal access meant
exactly that; a world where disabled people were not locked up at
home or in nursing homes, relegated to sheltered employment and
paid sweatshop wages. But, in the world as it is, differemtly abled,
physically challenged tell a wishful lie.

Handicapped, disabled, cripple, gimp, retard, differently abled, freak.
T need to stop here. Freak I don’t understand. It unseccles me. 1
don’t quite fike it, can't imagine using it as some politicized dis-
abled people do. Yet I want freak to be as easy as the words queer
and cripple.

Rueer, like cripple, is an ironic and serious word 1 use to de-
scribe myself and others in my communities. Qyeer speaks volumes
abour who I am, my life as a dyke, my relationship to the domi-
nant culture, Because of when | came out—more than a decade
after the Stonewall Rebellion—and where——into a highly politi-
cized urban dyke community—queer has always been easy for me,
I adore its defiant external edge, its comfortable internal truth.
Queer belongs to me. So does cripple for many of the same reasons.
Queer and cripple are cousins: words to shock, words to infuse with
pride and self-love, words to resist internalized hatred, words to
help forge a politics. They have been gladly chosen—gueer by many
gay, lesbian, bi, and trans peoples, cripple, or crip, by many disabled
people.

Freak is another story. Unlike gueer and crip, it has not been
widely embraced in my communities.* For me freak has a hurtful,
scary edge; it takes gueer and eripple one step too far; it doesn't feel
good or liberating.

This profusion of words and their various relationships to
marginalized people and politicized communities fascinates me.
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Which words get embraced, which don’t, and why? Queer but not
pervert. Cripple, and sometimes freak, but not rerard. Like most of
the ugly and demeaning words used to batter and bait marginalized
peoples—racist, sexist, classist, ableist, homophobic sturs—pervert
and retard nearly burst with hurt and bitterness, anger and remind-
ers of self-hatred s | doubt LGBT communities and the disabifity
communities respectively will ever claim those words as our own.
In contrast ¢rip, queer, and freak have come to sit on a cusp. For
some of us, they carry too much grief. For others, they can be cho-
sen with glee and pride. Queer and erip are mine but not freak, and 1
want to know why. What is it about that word? What bitterness,
what pain, does it hold that cripple, with its connotations of pitifuf,
broken bodies, and gueer, with its sweeping definitions of normality
and abnormality, do not? I want to unravel fresk, to pull on the
thread calied history.”

11. FREAK SHOW

‘The history of freakdom extends far back into western civiliza-
tion. The court jester, the pet dwarf, the exhibition of humans in
Renaissance England, the myths of giants, minotaurs, and mon-
sters all point to this long history, which reached a pinnacle in the
mid-1800s to mid-1900s. During that century, freaks were big en
tertainment and big business. Freak shows populated the United

* Since 1999, P've been taken to task by folks in BDSM and leather communities
more than once for my analysis of the word pervert. In my 1999 endnotes, I try to
soften my analysis by claiming that the word hasn't been “used to construct both
individuat and communal identities.” But my reasoning is exactly wrong when scen
from inside BDSM communities where claiming pervert has in truth been central
1o building a communal identity The ways [ have misread the word as an ousider
to the BDSM world is a great example of how reclaiming the ugly words has so
much to do with context. My ariginal intent o find words in LGBT communitics
that were analogous to the word retard in disability communities becomes extraor

dinarily complex.~E.C., 2009
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Seates, and people flocked to the circus, the carnivad, the storefront
dime museum. They came to gawk at “freaks,” “savages,” and “geeks.”
They came to be educated and enterrained, titillated and repulsed.
They came to have their ideas of normal and abnormal, superior and
inferior, their sense of self, confirmed and strengthened, And gawk
they did. But who were they gawking at? This is where 1 want to
start.

Whatever these paying customers—rubes in circus lingo—be-
lieved, they were not staring at freaks of nature. Rather, the freak
show tells the story of an elaborate and calculated social construe-
tion that utilized performance and fabrication as well as deeply
held cultural beliefs. At the center of this construction is the show-
man, who, using costuming, staging, elaborate fictional histories,
marketing, and choreography, turned people from four groups
into freaks. First, disabled people, both white people and people
of color, became Armless Wonders, Frog Men, Giants, Midgets,
Pinheads, Camel Girls, Wild Men of Borneo, and the like. Second,
nondisabled people of color—bought, persuaded, forced, and kid-
napped to the United States from colonized countries all over the
wortd—became Cannibals and Savages. Third, nondisabled people
of color from the United States became Natives from the Exotic
Wilds. And fourth, nondisabled people with visible differences—
bearded women, fat women, very thin men, people covered with
tattoos, intersex people—became wondrous and horrifying ex-
hibits, Cuitural critic and disability theorist Rosemarie Garland
Thomson argues that the differences among these sometimes
overlapping groups of people melded together:

Perhaps the freak show's most remarkable effect was to eradicate dis-
tinctions among 2 wide variety of bodies, conflating them under 2 single
sign of the fresk-as-other.... {Alll the bodily characteristics that seemed
different or threatening to the dominant order merged into a kind of
motley chorus line of physical difference on the freak show stage.... [A]
nondisabled person of color billed as the “Fiji Cannibal™ was equivatent

r0 a physically disabled Euro-American cafled the “Legless Wondes™
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In the eyes of many rubes, particularly white and/or nondisabled
folks, the freak show probably was one big melting pot of differ
ence and otherness. At the same time, the differences among the
various groups of people who worked as freaks remain important to
undersranding the freak show in its entirety. But whatever the dif-
ferences, all four groups held one thing in common: nature did not
make them into freaks. The freak show did, carefully constructing
an exaggerated divide between “normal” and Other, sustained in
turn by rubes willing to pay good money to stare,

Hiram and Barney Davis performed wildly for their audiences,
snapping, snarling, talking gibberish from stage. The handbili sofd
in conjunction with their display described in lengthy, imagined de-
tail “What We Know About Waino and Plutano, the Wild Men of
Borneo.” In reality Hiram and Barney were white, cognitively dis-
abled brothers from an immigrant farm family who lived in Ohio.
Theis mother, after many offers which she refused, finally sold
them to a persistent showman for 2 wash pan full of gold and silver.
Off-stage Hiram and Barney were quiet, unassuming men, In one
photo they stand flanking their manager Hanford Lyman. Their
hair falls past their shoulders; they sport neatly trimmed goatees;
Hiram folds his hands in front of him; Barney cocks his hands on
his hips; they look mildly and directly into the camera.

Ann Thompson, a white woman bocn without arms, posed
as “The Armiess Wonder” From stage she signed and sold pho-
tographs as souvenirs, writing with her toes sayings like, “So you
perceive it’s really true, when hands are lacking, toes will do,” or
more piously, "Indolence and ease are the rust of the mind.” In
her autobiography, which she hawked along with her photos and
trinkets, Ann presented herself as a respectable, religious lady. In
one photo, she sits beside her husband and son, all of them wearing
formal Victorian clothing,

William Johnson, a cognitively disabled African American
man from New Jersey, became the “What Is Tt?” the “missing link,”
the “Monkey Man.” He wore hairy ape-like costumes, shaved his
head bald except for a little tuft at the very top, and posed in front

.....
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of a jungle backdrop. The showmen at P.'T. Barnum’s American
Museum in New York City described William as “a most singular
animal, which though it has many of the features and characteris-
tics of both the human and the brute, is not, apparently, either, but
in appearance, 2 mixture of both-the connecting link between hu-
magity and brute creation,”™ Although the way in which he came to
the freak show is unknown—DBarnum may have bought him ac a
young age and coerced him into performing at firse—William died
in his 8os at home, a rich and well-liked man, referred to, by his
co-workers, as the “dean of freaks.”

Charles Stratton, a working-class short person—dwarf in
medical terminology—from Connecticut worked the freak show as
General Tom Thumb. He played the role of a European aristocrat,
compiete with resplendent suits, a miniature carriage pulled by po-
nies, and meetings with rich and famous people around the world,
becoming in the process a rich man himself. When Charles and
Mercy Lavinia Warren Bump, a short woman who also worked the
freak show, fell in love and decided to get married, P'T. Barnum set
out, in an extravagant example of showmanship, to turn their wed-
ding into a huge media spectacle. He was successful; 2,000 people
attended the event, and the New York Times ran a full-page story,
headlined “Loving Lilliputians.” Charles and Mercy played their
roles and used the publicity to springboard another European tour.

Two Congolese men and thirteen Congolese women, wearing
targe, heavy jewelry in their prerced lips, were bought by circus
agent Ludwig Bergonnier and shipped from Africa to the United
States. The poster advertising their display in the Ringling Broth-
ers Circus freak show prochimed them “Genuine Monster
Mouthed Ubangi Savages World’s Most Weird Living Humans
from Africa’s Darkest Depths.” The women were forced to wear
only gunny sack skirts; the men, given only loincloths, carried
spears. Ubangi was a name randomly pulled off a map of Africa and
had no relationship o where these women and men had actually
lived. Their real names and actual homeland are unknown.

The Davis brothers, Thompson, Johnson, Stratton, the now
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unknown African men and women did not slide into the world as
infant freaks. They were made freaks, socially constructed for the
purposes of entertainment and profir. This construction depended
not only upon the showmanship of the “freaks” and their manag-
ers. It also capitalized on the eagerness of rubes to gawk at freaks
and on the ableism and racism, which made the transitions from
disabled white person, disabled person of color, nondisabled per
son of color, to freak even possible, Without this pair of oppressive
ideologies, the attendant fear and hatred of all disabled people and
all people of color, and the desire to create an Other against whom
one could gauge her/his normality, who could ever believe for even
one farcical moment that William Johnson was Darwin's missing
link; Barney Davis, a wild man from Borneo; Ann Thompson, an
armiess wonder?

Ann, in that photo of you with your husband and son, you sit on a rug
decorated with crosses, a rug you crocheted. The showmen made @ big deal
of your dexterity. But did you learn to crochet as a freak show stunt? Or did
yau, like so many women of your time, sew and knit, embroider and crochet,
simply as a necessity and a pastime?

Within this context of ableism and racism, the people who
worked the freak show did not live only as victims. Many of the
“freaks” themselves—particularly those who were not cognitively dis-
abled or brought to the United States from Africa, Asia, South and
Central America, the Pacific istands, and the Caribbean—controlied
their own acts and displays, working alonpside their managers to
shape profitable shows, Many of them made decent livings; some, like
Charles Stratton, Mercy Lavinia Warren Bump, and William fohn-
son, even became wealthy. When P'T. Barnum lost alf his money in
a bad business deal, Stratton came out of semi-retirement and res-
cued him by agreeing to go on yet another lucrative European tour,
Others, like the Hilton sisters, conjoined twins who worked in the
mid-1900s, became their own managers, or, like Bump and her Lil-
liputian Opera Company, formed their own performing groups,
which were employed by dime museums and traveling vaudeville
companties. In other words, white, nondisabled freak show owners

89._..
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and managers didn’t only exploit “their freaks.” The two groups
also colluded together to dupe the audience, to make a buck off the
rube’s gultibility. Within the subculture of the freak show, rubes
were understood as exploited victims—explicitly lied to, charged
outrageous sums for mere trinkets, pickpocketed, or merely given
incorrect change at the ticket counter.

Charles, there is a picture of you, taken during a visit with the Queen
of England. Tou bave a miniature sword drawn and are staging a fight
with a povdle. Your wife, Mercy, writes of embarrassment and outrage. Of
presidential candidate Stephen Douglas, she remembers: “He expressed
grear pleasure at again seeing me, and as I stood before him he
took my hand and, drawing me toward him, stooped to kiss me. ]
instinctively drew back, feeling my face suffused with blushes. It
seemed impossible to make people at first understand thar T was
not a chitd.™ Did you share ber embarrassment and outrage as you
Jaced that poodle? Or did you and Barnum laugh long and bard as you
concocted your stunts?

.........

"The questions abour exploitation are complicared; simple answers
collapse easily. Robert Bogdan in his history Freak Show excerpts
a lerter he received from freak show manager Ward Halk: “I ex-
hibited freaks and exploited them for years. Now you are going to
exploit them. The difference between authors and the news media,
and the freak show operators is that we paid them.” Bogdan com-
ments, “[Hall’s] use of the word explost was playful. He does not
think he exploited them. He had a business relationship, complete
with contract, with his troupe of human oddities, His livelthood
depended on them, as theirs did on him. He had no pretensions of
doing good....” Although Bogdan chronicies the social construc-
tion of freaks in amazing detail and refuses to situate the people
who worked the freak shows as passive victims, I believe he is
reaching roward a simple answer to the question of exploitation.
Hall’s exploiration of people who worked as freaks may not
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have revolved around ableism and racism. Maybe he wasn't acting
out of fear and hatred of disabled people and people of color, out of
his internal psychological sense and the external legislated reality of
privilege. And then again, maybe he was. Butr most certainly, like all
the people who profited from the freak show, he used ableism and
racism to his benefit. This use of oppression by white, nondisabled
businessmen is common, fraughe, and uftimately unacceptable. In
his letter, Hall explicitly casts himself as a boss exploiting his work-
ers, placing the freak show within the context of capitalism. Bog~
dan defends Hall in a backhanded way when he writes: “[Hali} had
no pretensions of doing good.” But since when do bosses in most
profit-making business have real pretensions of doing good by
their workers? Doing good may be a byproduct of making profit,
but only a byproduct. Is Hal any less exploitative because he was
acting as a boss rather than, or in addition to, a racist white person
and an ableist nondisabled person?

Any estimation of exploitation in the freak show needs to also
inchide Halt and “his troupe of human oddities” colluding together
to exploit the rube. Sometimes this exploitation carried with it a
sense of absurdity, a sense that the rubes would believe anything,
that they were simple, gullible fools. Other times this exploiration
was pure thievery, the sideshow creating situations in which it was
easy to steal the rube’s money. But to cast cthe audience only as vic-
tim neglects the very real ways in which the freak show bolstered
white people’s and nondisabled people’s sense of superiority and
well-being. The social construction of freaks always relied upon the
perceived gap between a rube’s normality and a freak’s abrormal-
ity Unsurprisingly, normality was defined exclusively in terms of
whiteness and able-bodiedness.

The complexities of exploitation pile up, layer upon layer.
White people and nondisabled people used racism and ableism to
turn a profit. The freak show managers and owners were bosses
and as such had power over their workers, the people who worked
as freaks. Boss and worker together consciously manipulated their
audience. That same audience willingly used lics to strengthen its
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own self-image. Given this maze of relationships, I have trouble
accepting the assessment that exploiration in the freak show, if it
existed at all, wase't truly serious. Rather, I believe it exerted influ-
ence in many directions,

Working as a freak never meant working in a respectful, liber
ating environment, but thea disabled people had no truly respect
ful and liberating options available to them in the mid-x8oos. They
could beg in the streets. They could survive in almshouses, where,
as reformer Dorothea Dix put ir, mentally il people and devel
opmentally disabled people lived “in cages, closets, cellars, stails,
pens! Chained naked, beaten with rods, and lashed into obedi-
ence.™ They could live behind closed doors with their families.
Consider William Johnson. As a Black, cognitively disabled man
who apparently had no surviving family, he had few options, BT,
Barnum found William's counterpart, the woman displayed as the
female “What Is It?,” abandoned in an outhouse, covered with shit,
left to die. In a world such as this, where the freak show existed
alongside the street, the almshouse, the outhouse, William’s posi-
tion as the “dean of freaks,” although dehumanizing in a number of
ways, doesa’t look so bad.

William, late after the exbibits bad closed, the rubes gone bome, did
you and your friends gather backstage to party, passing a bottle of whiskey
round and round? Did you entertain some more, pull out your fiddle and
play silly squeaky songs? Or did you sit back and listen to ane joke after
another antil you were breathless with laughter?

In many ways working as a freak was similar 1o working as
a prostitute. Culrural worker and working-class scholar Joe Kadi
writes, “Left-wing working-class analysis ... situates prostitution
within the context of capitalism {one more really lousy job), cel-
ebrates the women who survive, thumbs its nose at the moralistic
middle-class attitudes that condema without understanding, and
relays the women's stories and perspectives.™ This same theoreti-
cal and political framework can be used to examine the job of freak.
Clearly, working as a freak meant working a lousy job, many times
the oy job available, in a hostile ableist and racist world. Some-
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times the job was lousier than others. The African women and
men who performed as “Ubangi savages” made a nickel on every
photograph they sold, nothing else; whereas their manager, Ludwig
Bergonnier, made 81,500 a week renting “his display” to the Ring-
ling Brothers Circus. In contrast, Charles Stratton became rich,
owning a horse farm and a yache, Still others, like William Johnson,
found community among the people who worked the freak show.

You who ended up in the bistory books named only "Ubangi Savages,”
no names of your own: night after night, you paraded around the circus tent,
air sticky against your bare skin, burlap prickly agafnst your covered skin,
Did you come to bate Bergonnier?

What did the people who worked as freaks think of their jobs,
their lives? I want to hear their stories, but like the stories of other
marginalized people, they were most often never told, but rather
eaten up, thrown away, lost in the daily grind of survival. Some of
these people didn’t read or write, due to their particular disabili-
ties or to the material/social circumstances of their lives. O, as in
the case of many of the peopie brought here from other countries,
they didn’t speak English and/or didn’t come from cultures thag
passed stories through the written word, A few people who worked
the freak show did write autobiographies, but these pamphlets or
books were mostly part of the whole production, sold alongside
the handbills and photos. These stories ended up being part of the
showmen's hyperbole. So, in order to reconstruct, celebrate, and
understand the lives of the people who worked the freak show, |
rely on historians, like Robert Bogdan, who have sifted through
thousands of handbills, posters, newspaper articles, and promo-
tional garbage used to create The Armiess Wonder, The Wild Men
of Borneo. In large part, I will never truly know their lives but
can only use my imagination, pelitical sensibilicies, and intuition
to fill the holes between the outrageous headlines in the New York
Times and other newspapers and the outrageous handbills sold at
the carnival.

The historians who moralize about the freak show frustrate
me. These academics will take a detail, ike the fact that Hiram and
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Barney Davis’s mother sold her sons to a showman, and use it to
demonstrate just how despicable showmen could be and how op-
pressive the freak show was. The disturbing fact that many of the
peopie who worked as freaks——disabled people from the United
States® as well as people from colonized countries—were sold into
the business needs to be examined. The question, why were they
sold, has to be asked. Certainly, in many cases, the answer must
revolve around fear and hatred, undiluted ableism and racism, im-
perialism, and capitalism. But consider Hiram and Barney. They
were sold for a wash pan full of gold and silver What did that wash
pan mean to their mother, Catherine Davis? My sources suggest,
although don'’t explicitly state, that the Davises were a poor immi-
grant farm family. Did that gold and silver mean economic survival
to Catherine Davis? What happened to working-class and poor
disabled people who needed care but whose families could not
provide it? The options did not abound: the almshouse, the street,
the freak show. Rather than moralize and condemn, [ want freak
show historians to examine the whole context, including racism,
ableism, and classism, and begin to build a complex understanding
of exploitation. Like the women Joe Kadi refers to in his analysis
of prostitution, the people who worked as freaks—especially those
who had some control over their own display—grasped an exploit
ative situation in an exploitarive world and, as often as possible,
turned it to their benefir.

At the same time, the people who had the least power in the
freak show—people from colonized countries and cognitively dis-
abled people—underscore just how exploitative this institution
could be. Many of the people of color brought to the United States
died bleak deaths of prneumonia, pleurisy, or tuberculosis. They
died on the Jong ship rides. They died wanting desperately to re-
turn to their home countries. They did not want to be part of the
freak show; they never came to like the freak show; they didn’t be-
come showmen and -women in their own right. Instead, the circus,
the dime museum, the vaudeville act, the natural history museum
were simply sites of imperialist atrocity. Likewise, cognitively dis-
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abled people most frequently had no controf over their displays.
Some lacked the abilities to say yes or no to their own exhibition;
others were simply trapped by unscrupulous managers, who typi-
cally were also their legal guardians. Although some cognitively dis-
abled people had what appear to be good and happy relationships
with their managers, the dual rofe of showman and legal guardian
is a setup for exploitation.

The display of both groups of people capitalized on the theory
of the time that nondisabled people of color and cognitively dis-
abled people embodied the missing fink between primates and hu-
mans. Eminent zoologist Baron Georges Cuvier wrote in the ecarly
18c0s:

The negro race is confined to the south of Mount Azlas, Its characteris-
tics are, black camplexion, woolly hair, compressed cranium, and flattish
nose. In the prominence of the lower part of the face, and the thickness
of the lips, it manifestly approaches the monkey tribe.

Much the same was believed about cognitively disabled people.
Following the same train of thought as Cuvier, German scientist
Carl Vogt wrote in 1867 even more explicitly about evolutionary
theory;

Microcephalics {people with a type of cognitive disability medically
known as microcephalial must necessarily represent an carlier develop-
mental state of the human being ... they reveal to us one of the milestones

which the human passed by during the course of his historical evolution

The racism and ableism imbedded in these theories intersect
intensely in the exhibition of cognitively disabled people of color.
Consider the story of two cognitively disabled siblings kidnapped
as children from San Salvador. Called “Maximo” and “Bartola,” they
were declared to be from “a long-lost race of Aztecs.” Scientists
and anthropologists studied them; showmen displayed them. Both
groups helped create and defend the “long-lost race” fabrication,
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anthropologists to substantiate their theories, showmen 1o make
mongey, each feeding off the other. They used a variety of obser-
vations as their proof. They emphasized physical attributes as-
sociated with being disabled by microcephalia, particularly short
stature and a slightly sloping skull. They took note of “Maximo’s”
and “Bartola’s” dark skin and thick black hair. They made much of
their subjects’ language use and food preferences, citing the cultural
differences between “civilized” white peopie and “barbaric” people
of color. They exaggerated the specific cognitive impairments of
“Maximo”™ and “Bartola.” In short, these white, nondisabled men
totally intertwined race and disability, racism and ableism, to create
“their freaks.”

In onc set of photos, “Maximo” and “Bartola” are stripped
naked, posed against a blank wall. I imagine scientists measuring
the diameter of their skulls, the length of their legs, taking notes
about their skin color and speech patterns, then snapping these
pictures to add to their documentation. A second set of photos has
them sitting against a stone wall. “Maximo” wears striped pants
and a shirt with a big sun on its front. “Bartola’s” dress has 2 zig-zag
design woven through it. Their hair is teased into hig, wild afros.
“Maximo” looks dazedly beyond the camera; “Bartola” looks down.
1 imagine showmen carefully arranging their props, calculating
their profits. There are no complex or ambiguous answers here to
the questions of power, contral, and exploitation.

During the freak show’s heyday, today’s dominant model of disability—
the medical model—did not yer exist, This model defines disability
as a personal problem, curable and/or treatable by the medical
establishment, which in turn has led to the wholesale medicalization
of disabled people. As theorist Michael Ofiver puts it:

Doctors are centrally involved in the lives of disabled people from the

derermination of whether a foetus is handicapped or not through o
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the deaths of old people from 2 variety of disabling conditions, Some
of these involvements are, of course, entirely appropriate, as in the di-
agnosis of impairment, the stabilisation of medical condition after
traumna, the treatment of illness occurring independent of disability,
and the provision of physical rehabiliation. But doctoss are also in-
volved in assessing driving ability, prescribing wheelchairs, determin-
ing the aliocation of financial benefits, selecting educational provision
and measuring work capabitities and potential; in none of these cases
is it immediately obvious that medical training and qualifications make
dectors the most appropriate persons to be so invelved.”

In the centuries before medicalization, before the 19305 and
'40s when disability became a pathology and the exclusive domain
of doctors and hospitals, the Christian western world had encoded
disability with many different meanings. Disabled people had
sinned. We lacked moral strength. We were the spawn of the devil
or the product of god’s will. Our bodies/minds reflected events chat
happened during our mothers’ pregnancies.

Ar the time of the freak show, disabled people were, in the
minds of nondisabled people, extraordinary creatures, not entirely
human, about whom everyone—“professional” people and the gen-
eral public alike—was curious. Doctors routinely robbed the graves
of “giants” in order to measure their skeletons and place them in
museums, Scientists described disabled people in terms like “fe-
maie, belonging to the monocephalic, ileadeiphic class of monsters
by fusion,™ language that came from the “science” of teratology,
the centuries-old study of monsters. Anthropologists studied dis-
abled people with an eye toward evolutionary theory. Rubes paid
good money to gawk.

Hiram, did you ever stop mid-performance, stop up there on your dime
museum platform and stare back, turning your niild and direct gaze back
on the rubes, gawking at the gawkers, entertained by your own audience?

At the same time, there were signs of the move toward medi-
calization. Many people who worked as freaks were examined by
doctars. Often handbills included the testimony of a doctor who
verified the “authenticity” of the “freak”™ and sometimes explained
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the causes of his or her “freakishness,” Tellingly doctors performed
this role, rather than anthropologists, priests, or philosophers. Bur
for the century in which the freak show flourished, disability was not
yet inextricably linked to pathology, and without pathology, pity and
tragedy did not shadow disability to the same extent they do today.

Consequently, the freak show fed upon neither of these, rely-
ing instead on voyeurism. The “armless wonder” played the fiddle
on stage; the “giant” lived as royalty; the “savage” roared and
screamed. These performances didn’t create freaks as pitiful or
tragic but as curious, odd, surprising, horrifying, wondrous. Freaks
were not supercrips. They did not overcome disability; they flaunted
it. Nor were freaks poster children, the modern-day objeets of pity,
used to raise money on the celethon stage, Insread, the freaks per
formed, and the rubes gawked. In a culture that paired disability
and curiosity, voyeurism was morally acceptable. Thus, people
flocked withour shame or compunction to see the “freaks,” primed
by cultural beliefs about disability to be duped by the lies and fab-
rications created at the freak show.

In the same way, cultural beliefs about race—notions about the
“wild savage,” the “noble savage,” and an eagerness to see¢ both—
made rhe exhibition of nondisabled people of color at the freak
show and other venues extraordinarily profitabie. Take for exam-
ple the display of Filipino people at the 1904 World's Fair in St
Louis. The exhibit was billed as the “Igorot Village,” complete with
mostly naked women and men dancing wildly and eating dog stew,
One among many “anthropological” displays at the Fair, the Village,
as a near perfect representation of the “wild savage,” attracted by
far the most Fair-goers and media attention, Christopher Vaughan
in his article “Opling Igorots” writes:

The “civitized” Visayans, despite offering hourly theatrical and orches-
eral performances—eonchuding with “The Star Spangled Baaner,” sung in
English by the entire village—went relatively ignored in comparison with
the Igorors.... Gate receipts at the Igorot concession nearly quadrupled
the total for the Visayans and teipled that of the colorful Moros.”
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It was all too easy for white people to gawk at peopke of color,
using the image of dog-eating savages from far-away “uncivilized”
istands both to create and strengthen their sense of white identity
and white superiority.

During this same period of time, imperialism had intensified
to a fevered pitch, both abroad in places like the Philippines and
at home as white people continued to subjugate and destroy Na-
tive peoples and cultures, By the time of the 1904 World's Fair,
the United States had won the Spanish-American War and gained
control over the Philippines. In explaining his decision ro solidify
the United States’ colonial rule there, President McKinley referred
to “our civilizing mission.” What better way to justify that mission,
than to display Filipino people as “uncivitized savages™

This interplay between politics and the freak show also oc-
curred on the national level. For instance, the missing-link evolu-
tionary theory, used so profitably by showmen, supported slavery
before Emancipation and the suppression of civil rights after. But
the freak show didn’t only wse this ideology. The display of Black
and white cognitively disabled people and nondisabled people of
color as the “missing link” and the “What Is It?” actually bolstered
the theory The scientists and politicians could point to William
Johnson and say, “See, here is living proof. Look at this creacure.” In
doing 50, they were reaffirming the less-than-human status of peo-
ple of color and rationalizing much of their soctal and political
policy. Simply put, the freak show both fed upon and gave fuel to
imperialism, domestic racist politics, and the cultural beliefs about
“wild savages” and white superiority.

The decline of the freak show in the early decades of the 20th cen-
tury coincided with the medicalization of disability. As pity, trag-
edy, and medical diagnosisfitreatment entered the picture, the
novelty and mystery of disability dissipated. Explicit voyeurism
stopped being socially acceptable except when controlled by the
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medical establishment. And later in the 2oth century, as colonized
people of color fought back successfully against their colonizers
and as legal segregation in the United States ended and civil rights
started to take hold, the exhibition of people of color also became,
at least ostensibly, unacceptable. Along with these changes came a
scorn for the freak show as an oppressive institution from the bad
old days. But I'm not so sure the freak show is all that dead.

Consider Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gomez-Pefia’s perfor
mance piece “The Couple in the Cage,” created in 1992 as part of
the “500 Years of Resistance” celebration.”® Fusco and Gomez-Pefia
costumed themselves in everything from false leopard skins to mir
rored sunglasses and posed as native people from & newly discov-
ered tribe. They toured natural history museums, art galleries, and
street corners in a cage, performing the script of exotic and noble
“savages.” In the long tradition of showmen and -women, they even
invented an island in the Guif of Mexico from which they suppos-
edly came and, as they toured, didn’t let on to their ruse. Fusco and
Gomez-Pefia expected their andiences to immediately recognize
the parody. Instead, as documented in a video shot at the scene of
several performances'® many people apparently took the ruse seri-
ously. Some people expressed shock and disgust. Others, particu-
larly white people, expounded on their theories about why Fusco
paced back and forth, why Gomez-Pefia grunted, staring out at
the audience. Stitl others paid 50 cents for Polaroid pictures of the
“savages” posed at their bars. Whether these people were serious,
whether they all left the performance sites still duped, whether
they truly believed their own theories, is not clear. But at least to
some extent, it appears that “The Couple in the Cage” easily rep-
licated the refationship between rube and freak—even as there are
significant differences between this performance art piece and the
freak show—suggesting that the old images of race, rather than
being dead, live painfully close to the surface.

The scorn for the freak show also assumes thae the bad old
days were really awful, but P'm not so sure that they were in ac
tuality all that bad for some of the “freaks.” Listen to the stories
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Robert Waldow and Violet and Daisy Hilton tell. All of them lived
during the freak show’s decline as medicalization took hold.

Robert Waldow, a tall man born in the 1920s, resisted becom-
ing a giant, a freak. He wanted to be a lawyer, but unable to get the
necessary education, he turned to shoe advertising. And later, af-
ter being pursued for years by showmen, he worked for the circus,
earning a large salary and refusing to participate in the hype that
would have made him appear taller than he really was. At the same
time, doctors also pursued Robert, reporting him to be the tallest
man in the world—this being medical hype, not circus hype. They
refused to leave him alone. In 1936 2 Dr. Charles Humberd showed
up uninvited at the Waldow’s home. Robert refused a physical exam
and wouldn't cooperate with the interview. Humberd left disgrun-
tied and the next year, unbeknownst to the Waldows, published
an article in the Journal of the American Medical Association calied,
“Giantism: A Case Study,” in which Robert became a case study of
a “preacromegalic giant.” Because of the article, which cast him as
a surly brute, Robert and his family were deluged with unwelcome
attention from the media, the general public, and the medical es-
tablishment. In the biography The Gentleman Giant, Waldow's fa-
ther reveals that Robert was far more disturbed and angered by his
dealings with doctors than with showmen.

Conjoined twins Daisy and Violet Hilton echo this reaction.
These women worked the circus, carnival, and vaudeville circuits
from the time they could talk. Early on, their abusive guardians
controlled and managed the show They would lock Daisy and Vio-
fet away for days at a time to ensure that no one but rubes paying
good money could see them. Later, after a court order freed the
sisters, they performed on their own. The cover of one publicity
pamphiet has Daisy playving the saxophone, Violet, the piano, and
both of them smiling cheerfully at the viewer. Much of their lives
they spent fighting poverty as the freak show's popularity waned.
And yet in their autobiography, they write about “loathling] the
very tone of the medical man’s voice” and fearing that their guard-
ians would “stop showing us on stage and let the docrors have us to
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punch and pinch and take our picture always.™ Try telling Robert
Watdow and the Hilton sisters how enlightened roday’s medical
model of disability is, how much more progressive it is than the
freak show, how bad the bad old days were. Try telling Coco Fusco
and Guillermo Gomez-Pefia that the freak show is truly dead.

[T

The end of the freak show meant the end of a particular kind of
employment for the people who had worked as freaks. For non-
disabled people of color from the United States, employment by
the 1930s didn’t hinge heavily on the freak show, and so its decline
didn't have a huge impact. And for people from Africa, Asia, South
and Central America, the Pacific islands, and the Caribbean, the
decline meant only that white people had one less reason to come
kidnap and buy people away from their homes. Bur for disabled
people—both people of color and white people—the end of the
freak show almost guaranteed unemployment, disability often be-
ing codified into faw as the inability to work.

In the "30s when Franklin Roosevelt’s work programs em-
ployed many people, the federal government explicitly deemed
disabled people unable to work, stamping their work applications
“P H. Physically handicapped. Suhstandard. Unemployable,”
sending them home with small monchly checks. The League of the
Physically Handicapped protested in Washington, DC, occupying
the Work Progress Administration’s offices, chanting, “We want
jobs, not tin cups.” In this climate, as freak show jobs disap-
peared, many disabled people faced a world devoid of employment
opportunities.

Listen for instance to Otis Jordan, a disabled African American
man who works the Sutton Sideshow; one of the only remaining
freak shows in the country, as “Otis the Frog Man.” In 1984, his ex-
hibit was banned from the New York State Fair when someone
fodged a complaint about the indignities of displaying disabled
people. Otis responded, “Hell, what does she [the woman who
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made the complaintl want from me—to be on welfare?™ Working
as a freak may have been a lousy job, but nonerheless it was a job.

I1I. PRIDE

Now with this history in hand, can 1 explain why the word freck
unsettles me, why I have not embraced this piece of disability
history, this story of disabled people who earned their livings by
flaunting their disabilities, this heritage of resistance, an in-your-
face resistance similar to “We're here, we're queer, get used to
it”? Why doesn’t the word freak connect me easily and directly to
subversion? The answer 1 think lies in the transition from freak
show to doctor’s office, from curiosity to pity, from entertainment
o pathology. The end of the freak show didn’t mean the end of
our display or the end of voyeurism. We simply traded one kind of
freakdom for another.

Take for instance public stripping, the medical practice of
stripping disabled children to their underwear and examining them
in front of large groups of doctors, medical students, physical thera-
pists, and rehabilitation specialists. They have the child walk back
and forth. They squeeze her muscles. They watch his gait, muscle
tension, footfall, back curvature. They take notes and talk among
themselves about what surgeries and therapies they might recom-
mend. Since the invention of video cameras, they tape the sessions,
They justify public stripping by saying it's a training rool for stu-
dents, a way for a team of professionals to pool knowledge.? This
isn't a medical practice of decades gone by, As recently as 1996, dis-
ability activist Lisa Blumberg reported in The Disability Rag that
“specialty” clinics {cerebral palsy clinics, spina bifida clinics, muscu-
lar dystrophy clinics, etc.) at 2 variety of teaching hospitals regularly
schedule group—rather than private—examinations and conduct
surgery screenings in hospital amphitheaters.® Excuse me, but isn’t
public stripping exactly what scientists and anthropologists did to
“Maximo” and “Bartola” a century ago? Tell me, what is the differ
ence between the freak show and public stripping? Which is more
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degrading? Which takes more control away from disabled people?
Which lets a large group of nondisabled people gawk unabashedly
for free?

Today's freakdom happens in hospitals and doctors’ offices. It
happens during telethons as people fork over money out of pity,
the tragic stories milked until they're dry It happens in nursing
homes where severely disabled people are often forced to live
against their wills. It happens on street corners and at bus stops, on
playgrounds and in restaurants, It happens when nondisabled peo~
ple stare, trying to be covert, smacking their children to teach
them how to pretend not to stare. A character in the play PH.
*reaks: The Hidden History of People with Disabilities juxtaposes the
voyeutism of the freak show with the voyeurism of everyday life,
saying:

We're always on display. You think if 1 watked down the street of your
stinking little nowhere town people wouldn't stare at me? Damn right
they would, and tell their neighbors and friends and talk about me over
dinners and picnics and PTA meetings, Well, if they want to do that,
they’re going to have to pay me for that privilege. You want to stare at me,
fine, it’s 25 cents, cash on the barrel, You want 2 picture, that's another
quarter. My life story. Pay me. You think Pm being exploited? You pay ro
2o te a baseball game, don't you?s

Today's freakdom happens ali the time, and we're not even paid for
it. In fact disabled people have, as a group, an astounding unem-
ployment rate of 71 percent.” When we do work” we make 64 cents

* In 1999 1incorrectly cited the unemployment rate for disabled people. T assumed
that the unemployment ace equaled the empleyment rate subtracted from 100 percent,
However the two rates are caleulated in entirely different ways. The emplovment
raze For disabled people factors in ali non-institntionatized disabled people berween
the ages of 18 and 64; whereas, the uwemployment vare factors in only the disabled
people whe are actively in the labor force. In 2002, the employment rate for dis-

abled people was 21 percent; the corresponding number for nondisabled peaphe was
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to & nondisabled worker's doflar.”

We don’t control today’s freakdom, unlike the earlier freak
show freakdom, which sometimes we did. The presentation of dis-
ability today has been shaped entirely by the medical establish-
ment and the charity industry. That is, until the disability rights
movement came along. This civil rights and liberation movement
established Centers for Independent Living all over the country,
working to redefine the concept of independence. These centers
offer support and advocacy, helping folks find accessible housing
and personaj attendants, funding for adaptive equipment and job
training. Independent living advocates measure independence not
by how many tasks one can do without assistance, but by how
much controf a disabled person has over his/her life and by the
quality of that fife.

The movement founded directraction, rabble-rousing groups,
like ADAPT* and Not Dead Yet,” that disrupt nursing home in-
dustry conventions, blockade non-accessible public transporta-
tion, occupy the offices of politicians commitred to the status quo,
and protest outside courtrooms, Disabled people have a history
of direct-action protest, beginning with the League of the Physi-
cally Handicapped’s WPA protest. In 1977, disabled people occu-
pied the HEW (Department of Health, Education, and Welfare)
offices in San Francisco for 25 days, successfully pressuring politi-
cians into signing Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, the first
civil rights legisiation in the United States for disabled people®
And today, ADAPT is rabble-rousing hard, both on the streets and
in Congress, to pass legisfation that would make it more possible
for people with significant disabilities to live in homes of their own

78 percent. In the same year, the unemployment rate for disabled people was 14
percent, while for nondisabled people, it was 6 percent. Underdying these numbers
is the reality that a far greater percentage of the total nondisabled population is in
the fabor force {83 percent) than of the disabled population {24 percent). For more
information, see wwwiltcornelledu/ediDisabilitySraristicsfissues.ofm (accessed May
20, 2009L—E.C., 2000
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choosing, rather than nursing homes.

The movement is creating a strong, politicized disability
culture with a growing body of literature, performances, humosr,
theory, and political savvy. We have theater, dance, poetry, antholo~
gies, fiction, magazines, art exhibits, film festivals, analysis and
criticism written by disabled folks, conferences, and a fledgling ac-
ademic discipline called disability studies. At the same time, there
are disabled people working to crossover into mainstream culture,
working to become models photographed for the big-name fashion
iagazines, actors in soap operas, sitcoms, and Hollywood movies,
recognized artists, writers, and journalists.

The movement fobbied hard for laws to end separate and un-
equal educarion, for comprehensive civil rights legislation. The
1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) did not spring from
George H. W. Bush’s head, fully formed and shaped by his goodwill
and understanding of disability issues. Rather lawyers schooled in
disability rights and disabled White House appointees with a stake
in disability politics crafted the bill, disabitity lobbyists educated
and lobbied hard, and grassroots disability activists mobilized to
get the ADA passed. In short the disability rights movement,
founded in the same storm of social change as women’s liberation
and gay/lesbian liberation, riding on the energy and framework cre-
ated by the Black civil rights movement, came along and is undoing
internalized oppression, making community, creating a culture and
sense of identity, and organizing to change the status quo,

These forces are taking freakdom back, declaring that dis-
abled people will be at the center of defining disability; defining
our lives, defining who we are and who we want to be. We are de-
claring that doctors and their pathology, rubes and their money,
anthropologists and their theories, gawkers and their so-called in-
nocuous intentions, bullies and their viclence, showmen and their
hype, Jerry Lewis and his telethon, government burcaucrats and
their rules will no longer define us. To arrive as a self-defined peo-
ple, disabled people, like other marginalized people, need a strong
sense of identity We need to know our history, come to understand
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which pieces of that history we want to make our own, and develop
a self-image full of pride. The women and men who worked the
freak show, the freaks who knew how ro flaunt their disabilities—
the tall man who wore a top hat to add a few inches to his height,
the fat woman who refused to diet, the bearded woman who not
only refused to shave, but grew her beard longer and longer, the
cognitively disabled person who said, “1 know you think I look like
an ape. Here let me accentuare thae look™can certainly teach us
a thing or two about identity and pride,

Pride is not an inessential thing. Without pride, disabled peo-
ple are much more likely to accept unquestioningly the daily mate-
rial conditions of ableism: unemployment, poverty, segregated and
substandard education, years spent focked up in nursing homes, vi-
olence perpetrared by caregivers, lack of access. Without pride, in-
dividual and colective resistance to oppression becomes nearly
impossible. But disability pride is no easy thing to come by. Disabil-
ity has been soaked in shame, dressed in silence, rooted in isolation.

In 1969 in the backwoods of Oregon, I entered the “regu-
lar” first grade after a long struggle with the school officials who
wanted me in “special education,” a battle won only because I
had scored well on an IQ) test, my father knew the principal, and
the first grade teacher, who lived upriver from us, liked my family
and advocated for me, I became the first disabled kid to be main-
streamed in the district, Eight years later, the first laws requiring
public education for disabled kids, Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) and Section 504, were signed. By the mid-
1980s, mainstreaming wasn't a rare occurrence, even in small, rural
schools, but in 1969 T was a first,

No one—neither my family nor my teachers—knew how to
acknowledge and meet my particular disability-related needs while
letting me live a rather ordinary, rough-and-tumble childhood. They
simply had no experience with a smart, gimpy six-year-old who
learned to read quickly but had a hard time with the physical act of
writing, who knew all the answers but whose speech was hard to un-
derstand. In an effort to resolve this tension, everyone ignored my
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disability and disability-related needs as much as possible, When
I had trouble handling a glass of water, tying my shoes, picking
up coins, screws, paper clips, writing my name on the blackboard,
no one asked if 1 needed help. When 1 couldn’t finish an assign-
ment in the atlorred rime, veachers insisted | turn it in unfinished.
When my classmates taunted me with retard, monkey, defect, no one
comforted me. T rapidly became the class outeast, and the adults
left me to fend for myself. I took as much distance as I could from
the kids in “special ¢d.” I was determined not to be one of them.
I wanted to be “normal,” to pass as nondisabled, even though my
shaky hands and slurred speech were impossible to ignore,

Cerrainly T wasn't the only disabled person 1 knew In Port Or
ford, many of the men had work-related disabilities: missing fin-
gers, arms, and legs, broken backs, serious nerve damage. A good
friend of my parents had diabetes. A neighbor girl, seven or eight
years younger than me, had CP much like mine, My best friend’s
brother had a significant cognitive disability. And yer I knew no
one with a disability, none of us willing to talk, cach of us hiding as
best we could.

No siagle person underlines this ironic isolation better than
Mary Walls, who joined my class in the fourth grade. She wore
hearing aids in both ears and split her days between the “regular”
and the “special ed” classrooms, We shared a speech therapist. |
wish we had grown to be friends, but rather we became enemies,
Mary calling me names and me chasing her down. 1 understand
now that Mary lived by trying to read lips, and my lips, because of
the way CP affeces my speech, are nearly impossible to read. She
probably taunted me out of frustration, and I chased her down, as
I did none of my other bullies, because 1 could. | understand now
about horizontal hostilivy: gay men and leshians disliking bisexual
people, transsexual women loocking down on drag gueens, warking-
class people fighting with poor people. Marginalized people from
many communities create their own internal tensions and hostili-
ties, and disabled people are no exception. 1 didn't have a disabled
friend until T was in my mid-20s, and still today most of my close
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friends, the people I call “chosen family” are nondisabled. Often |
feel like an impostor as 1 write about disability, fecl that P'm not
disabled enough, not grounded deeply enough in disability com-
munity, to put these words on paper. This is the legacy for me of
shame, silence, and isolation.

Pride works in direct opposition to internalized oppression.
The latter provides fertile ground for shame, denial, self-hatred,
and fear. The former encourages anger, strength, and joy. To trans-
form seff-hatred into pride is a fundamental act of resistance. In
many communities, language becomes one of the arenas for this
transformation. Sometimes the words of hatred and violence can
be neutralized or even turned into the words of pride. To stare
down the bully calling cripple, the basher swinging the word gueer
like a baseball bat, to say “Yeah, you're right. Pm queer, I'm a crip.
So what?” undercuts the power of those who want us dead.

Many social change movements have used language and nam-
ing specifically to create pride and power. In African American
communities, the progression from Celored to Negro to Black both
followed and helped give rise to the pride and anger that fueled the
civil rights movement. “Black Is Beautiful” became a powerful ral-
lying cry for Black community and culture. But while the word
Black so clearly connects itself to pride, the use of the word nigger
among Black people causes much debate. For some, claiming that
word with affection and humor rejects a certain kind of pain and
humiliation, but for others, it simply reinforces those same feel-
ings. The ugly words—faggot, queer, nigger, retard, cripple, freab—come
highly charged with emotional and social history. Which of us can
use these words to name our pride? The answer is not logical.

Let me refute even the slightest suggestion that LGBT peo-
ple who hate the word gueer; disabled people who hate the words
cripple and freak, Black people who hate the word nigger are trapped
by their internalized oppression. That would be far too simple
and neat. Instead I want to follow a messier course, to examine
the ways in which the ugly words we sometimes use to name our
pride tap into a complex knot of personal and collective histories.
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I want to return to my original question: why does the word freak
unsettle me?

But even as { veer away from the simple and neat argument,
the one centered upon the ways oppression can turn around and
thrive in the bodies/minds of oppressed people, I must pull my
self-hatred out of the bag. Even though the answer to my ques-
tion about the word freak is bigger than self-hatred, I need to stare
down the self who wants to be “normal,” the kid who thought she
could and should pass as nondisabled, the crip still embarrassed
by the way her hody moves. T can feel slivers of shame, silence,
and isolation still imbedded deep in my body 1 hare these frag-
ments. In the last decade I've stretched into the joy of being 2
gimp among gimps, learning anger and subvession, coming to
recognize the grace in a gnarly hand, tremor, rolling Hmp, raspy
breath, finding comfort and camaraderie with disabled people. Yet
1 have not stretched far enough to imagine flaunting my CP, even
though flaunting is a tool many disability activists use. They are
in effect saying to nondisabled people, “Damn right, you better
took. Look long and hard. Watch my crooked hobble, my twitch-
ing body, my withered legs. Listen to my hands sign a language you
don't even know Notice my milky eyes I no longer hide behind
sunglasses. Look at me straight on, because for all your years of
gawking, you've stilf not seen me.” Is flaunting the same as pride?
don't know Bur 1 do know that every time I hear disabled people
call themselves freaks, my decades-old self-hatred collides head-on
with my relatively newfound pride.

For me freat is defined by my personal experience of today’s
freakdom. Today’s freakdom happened to me at Fairview State
Hospital in 1965 when the doctors firse declared me “retarded.” I
didn’e yet talk and was given an 1QQ test that relied not on verbal
skills, but on fine motor coordination. And I—being a spastic little
kid with CP-—failed the test miserably. I simply couldn’ manipu-
late their blocks, draw their pictures, or put their puzzles together.
Today's freakdom happened every time I was taunted refard, mon-
key, wedrde. It happens every time someone gawks, an occurrence
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that happens so regularly I rarely even notice. [ don't see people—
curious, puzzled, anxious—turn their heads to watch my trembling
hands, my jerky movements. I don't see people strain to understand
me, then decide it’s impossible. Long ago | learned to block all
those visual intrusions. 1 only know it happens because my friends
notice and tell me. Yet I know I store the gawking in my bones. To~
day’s freakdom happens every time some well-meaning stranger or
acquaintance suggests a certain combination of vitamins, crystals,
or New Age visualization techniques that she knows will cure my
CP. 1 always want to retore, “Yeah right, like I'm looking for a cure,
like my brain cells that died some time before birth will magically
regenerate,” but the moment inevitably passes before I can even
think of the words. This is my personal history of freakdom.

In addition, freak is shadowed for me by the complicated collec-
tive history of exploitation and subversion at the freak show: | relish
the knowledge that there have been people who have taken advan-
tage of white people’s and nondisabled people’s urge to gawk. [ love
that disabled people at one time were paid to flaunt, perform, and
exaggerate their disabilities, At the same time I hate how the freak
show reinforeed the damaging lies sbout disabled people and non-
disabled people of color. T despise the racism, ableism, capitalism,
and imperialism that had showmen buying and kidnapping people
into the freak show. I rage at how few choices disabled people had.

To infuse the word freak with pride, I would need to step
through my personal histery of freakdom into the larger collec
tive history of the freak show, Stepping through the last stivers of
my self-hatred, through the pain I've paired with gawking and the
word retard, 1 could use Charles Stratton’s strut, Ana Thompson’s
turning of the ordinary inte the extraordinary, to strengthen my
own resistance. 1 could name myself a freak alongside Daisy Hil-
ton, William Johnson, and Otis Jordan, I want it to work.

Instead the rwo histories collide in 2 madcap wheelchair race.
My personal history isn’t so easy to step through; the slivers tear
my skin; the old familiar pain leaves me guarded and cautious. And
the collective history is hard to reduce to a pure story of resistance
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and subversion that 1 want to celebrate and use. I keep thinking of
the people who worked as “Ubangi Savages.” Sure, Charles Strar-
ton and Violer Hilton became showmen and -women; they took
one set of exploitative conditions they were born into and another
set of exploitative conditions associated with their work and sub-
verted them as far as possible. But those African men and women,
they were casualties of imperialism and racism; their resistance,
reflected in the sheer act of surviving the Ringling Brothers Circus,
is not a resistance to celebrate, but one to honor and mourn,

This collision of historics leads me to think about the act of
witnessing. Are there kinds of freakdom—public stripping, the un-
abashed staring on street comers, the exhibition of nondisabled
people of color kidnapped to the United States, the display of cog-
nitively disabled people as non-human—thar we need to bear wit
ness to rather than incorporate into our pride? How does witness
differ from pride? What do they share in common?

—t—

To unravel the relarionship of the word freak to pride and wit
niess, let me step back for a moment, move to the word gueer; to
the LGBT community. I think it no accident that I've paired the
words gueer and freak in this examination of language, pride, and
resistance. The ways in which queer people and disabled people
experience oppression follow, to a certain extent, parallel paths.
Queer identity has been pathologized and medicalized. Until 1973,
homosexuality was considered a psychiatric disorder. Today trans-
sexuality and transgenderism, under the names of gender dysphoria
and gender identity disorder, are classified as psychiatric condi-
tions. Queerness is all too frequently interewined with shame, si-
lence, and isolation. Queer people, particularly LGBT youth, often
live cut off from other queer folk, alone in our schools, neighbor
hoods, and families of origin. Queer people deal with gawking all
the time: when we hold hands in public, defy gender boundaries
and norms, insist on recognition for our refationships and families.
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Intersex people, trans people, and people who don’t conform to
gender norms—such as bearded women who grow their beards—
have their own history at the freak show Queer people have been
told for centuries by church, state, and science that our bodies
are abnormal. These parallel paths don’t mean that queer folk and
disabled folk experience the same oppression; at many points the
paths diverge. For example the gawkers often pity crips and beat
up queers (although some erips do get beat up, and some queers,
pitied). But the places of similarity, the fact that both peoples have
been considered freaks of nature, push at the question of pride.
How have LGBT people created pride? Whar are the words and
the symbols of that pride?

Lueer has accomplished a number of things for the LGBT in-
dividuals and communities who have embraced it. The word names
a reality. Yes, we are different; we are outsiders; we do not fit the
dominant culture’s definition of normal. Queer celebrates that dif-
ference rather than hiding or denying it. By making gueer our own,
it becomes less a bludgeon. We take a weapon away from the ho-
mophabes. Queer names a hugely diverse group of people. Tt brings
lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and trans people in all our variation
and difference and overlap under one roof; it is a coalition-building
word. For some people the word works; for others it doesn’t. The
same things can be said of the word crip in relationship to the dis-
ability community All of this seems simple enough and is typicaily
as far as the thinking about naming goes.

But I want to push the thinking further. How do people who
have lived in shame and isolation create community and pride?
How do we even find each other? Let me turn here from the realm
of words to the realm of symbol. Since the mid-70s LGBT people
have used the pink triangle as a symbol to identify ourselves to
each other and to the world. The Nazis originally used this symbol
during the Holocaust to mark non-Jewish gay men on the streets
and in the concentration camps just as the yellow star was used to
mark Jews. (Jewish gay men were likely to be marked with both,
forced to wear the yellow star overlaid by the pink triangle)
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The pink triangle functions now as a symbol of identity, wit-
ness, and pride in queer communities. As a sign of identity, it com
municates both covertly and overtly That pink triangle graphic
worsn on a button or stuck on a bumper may not have much mean-
ing to many straight people——particularly those not connected to
or aware of queer culture—but among LGBT people, especially
in urban centers, it readily signals queer identity to other queer
people. In this fashion, the pink triangle functions as an insider’s
fanguage, a language attempting to inclede a marginalized people
while excluding the oppressor. It is also used more overtly to speak
of identity, sometimes incorporated into educational work about
the historical oppression of gay people, other times into activist
work. As a symbol of witness, it remembers and memorializes the
gay men who died in the FHolocaust. It keeps the memory of Nazi
atrocities alive in our consciousness. It serves as a reminder of the
extremity of queer oppression. And as a symbol of pride, the pink
triangle neutralizes and transforms hatred, following a similar po-
fitical path as the words gueer and cripple. Tt is worn by out and
proud queer people. These funcrions—marking identity, express-
ing pride, insisting upon witness—go hand in hand, all three impor
tant for any marginalized community. In our search for liberation,
we can sometimes turn the language and symbols most closely re-
flecring our oppression into powerful expressions of pride. And yet
that equation sometimes betrays history, blurring the difference
berween witness and pride,

As a symbol of pride, the pink triangle has frequently been
divorced from its history In onc ahistorical explanation of this
symbol, the owner of 2 Minneapolis gay bookstore tells his custom-
ers that pink triangles represent white gay menflesbians and black
triangles—used by the Nazis to mark people deemed anti-social,
including, it is assumed, feshians, as well as sex workers, cognitively
disabled people, and homeless people, during the Holocaust—
represent biack gay men/fleshians. Divorced from its history, the
pink triangic becomes a consumerist symbol, used 1o sell T-shires
and keychains; it becomes a lie, bt is not and never will be the rain-
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bow flag, which Gilbert Baker designed in 1978 specifically as 2
queer symbol full of unabashed pride and affirmation. To use the
rainbow flag is to connect oneself 1o queer identity and pride as
they are currently constructed. To use the pink triangle honestly is
to connect oneself to history.

1 listen again to my Jewish dyke friends who don’t understand
the pink triangle as a symbol of pride. They ask me, “Why reclaim
this symbol that has meant genocide? My family would never wear
yellow stars joyfully as symbols of their pride, perhaps in witness
and rage, but never in pride. Why then the pink triangle? How can
it possibly be a symbol of pride?” Behind their words, I see the
shadows of a collective history, the living reminders of numbers
tattcoed on forearms, the stories passed down of family and cul-
ture destroyed.

Their questions and disbelief ask me to unwind the act of
witness from the expression of pride. Both witness and pride
strengthen identity, foster resistance, cultivate subversion, People
who have lived in shame and isolation need all the pride we can
muster, not to mire ourselves in a narrowly defined identity poli-
tics, but to sustain broad-based rebellion. And hikewise, we need
2 wirness to all our histories, both coflective and personal. Yet we
also need to remember that witness and pride are not the same.
Witness pairs grief and rage with remembrance. Pride pairs joy
with a determination to be visible. Witness demands primary ad-
herence to and respect for history Pride uses history as one of its
many tools. Sometimes witness and pride work in concert, other
times not. We cannot afford to confuse, merge, blur the ewo.

—

And now I can come back to freak. The disabled people who use
the word frezk, are they, like many queer people, betraying witness
in their creation of pride? A disabled person who names herself
pridefully a freak draws on the history of freakdom and the freak
show to strengthen her sense of resistance, to name 2 truth, to
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bolster her identity, But in using history this way, is she remember-
ing only Ann Thompson, Violet Hilton, and the cognitively dis-
abled girl who, while on display, took to swearing at the rubes?
What about “Maximo” and “Barrola™ What about the nondis-
abled people of color who died at the freak show, desolate for their
homelands? When we name ourselves freaks, are we forgetting the
part of history that calis for witness, not pride? Are we blurring
the two?

How does the history of the freak show interact with the his-
tory of today’s freakdom? How do our personal histories enter our
collective history? If I had not internalized nondisabled people’s
gawking ro the point that I no longer notice it, if insread I felt pissy
and uppity about it, would 1 be more able to imagine flaunting my
CP? Would 1 be more willing to take the resistance of the people
who worked as freaks as my own? Would I gladly use the word to
acknowledge a simple truth: that the world considers me a freak?

What about people disabled as aduits, people whe make it
refatively smoothly through the first rounds of denial, grief, and
rehab and maybe find the disabiliry rights movement and disability
community? They dos’t have a long personal history of freakdom.
Hopefully shame, silence, and isolation haven’t been buried deeply
in their bodies. What might their relationship to the history of the
freak show, to the word freak, be? Do they ache toward assimila-
tion, not wanting to approach freakdom? Or does freakdom make
immediate sense? 1 don’t know, but their relationships to freak
probably differ from mine. What about cognitively disabled peo-
ple? What does freak mean to them? Where is the pride in a legacy
of being owned by showmen who exhibited you as non-human?
Again their refationships to freak show history are bound to differ
from mine.

I think of the disabled people I know who call themselves
freaks. Many of them are performers, helping to build disability
culture and/or working to break into mainstream culrure. In us-
ing the name freak, they claim freak show history both as disabled
people and as showmen and -women. They shape pride out of a
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centuries-old legacy of performing on the street corner, at the
openrair fair, in the palace and at the carnival as freak, monster, pet
dwarf, court jester, clown. On the other hand, could a disabled per
son whose personal history included public stripping but not per-
forming as easily break through today’s freakdom into that earlier
freakdom? The history that for so long has placed us on stage, in
front of audiences, sometimes in subversion and resistance, other
times in loathing and shame, asks not only for pride, but also for
witness as our many different personal histories come tangling into
our collective one,

“This same profusion of histories exists in other communitics.
For instance, even though I, along with many orhers, have made
queer mine, the word holds intolerable grief and bitterness for a
large number of gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, and trans people. The
cffeminate boy who came out in the *sos. The dykes and queens
caught in the pre-Stonewall police raids. The trans people with
histories that include psychiatric abuse. The folks who can pass
as straight and/or normatively gendered and choose to do so, who
yearn toward true assimilation, an end to difference. T can’t pre-
sume to know what relationships each of these people have with
the word queer. How do their personal histories come crashing into
the current, collectively defined use of gueer? The ugly words follow
no logic, sometimes calling out pride, sometimes witness, some-
tirnes both, sometimes neither.

What will feed our pride, that joyful, determined insistence to
be recognized both inside and outside ourselves? And what de-
mands witness our grief-filled, rage-filled remembrance? Which
pieces of history, which kinds of humer, which words? Let me re-
turn once more to my question, “Why gueer and eripple but not
Jreak?” This time 1 won't expect an answer. Instead, I want to take
the image of Barney and Hiram Davis’s mild and direct gaze into
the freak show camera and practice that stare when nondisabled
people and straight people gawk ar me. 1 want to place Robert
Waldow’s resistance and Mercy Bump's outrage alongside my lived
knowledge that freakdom continues today. I want ro remember
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that whether I call myself freak or not, 1 share much with Ann
Thompson and William Johnson, Otis Jordan and Daisy Hilton. I
want to refigure the world, insisting that anthropologists never
again construct lies Jike che ones they built around the bodies of
“Maximo” and “Bartola,” thar doctors never again publicly strip
disabled children. ] want to sharpen my pride on what strengthens
me, my witness on what haunts me, Whatever we name ourselves,
however we end up shattering our self-hatred, shame, sifence, and
isolation, the goal is the same: to end our daily material oppression.
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A MANUAL WHEELCHAIR SI'TS HALF IN SHADOW, I'1S LARGE RIGHT WHEEL
in a pool of fight. The chair is empty, turned 20 degrees away from
the camera. The footrests tilt out. The headline above the chair,
white letrers against black background, reads, “A Business Deal So
Good Il Have People Getting Up and Walking Away.” A public
service ad for the Muscular Dystrophy Association.

—r—x

A white woman dressed in black—lace bustier, fishnet stockings,
stiletto heels—looks straight at the camera. She gives us a red lip~
stick smile, bionde hair piled on top of her head, diamond earrings
dangling from both ears. She sits sideways across the left wheel of 2
manual wheelchair, which is turned so its back faces us. Eflen Stobi
on the cover of New Mobility, @ disability community magazine*
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Four white people—an old man, an old woman, a younger man, and
a little gisl—stand in 2 line facing the camera. The old man folds
his hands in front of him. The old woman cocks her right shoulder
up high and links her left hand into the crook of the old man’s ¢l
bow. The younger man takes the old woman’s bony hand in his fist.
The little girl rolls her head up and ro the right, her feet turned to
the left, her small hand disappearing into the younger man's bigger
one. None of them looks at the camera. The headline in bold serif
type declares, “A mental handicap is there for life. So is Mencap.”
Smaller text in the bottom right hand corner whispers, “Wirhout
your help we're handicapped.” An advertising poster for Mencap, a dis-
ability charity Organization in England)

Fach of these images tells a story. The empty wheelchair screams
of telethons and the Muscular Dystrophy Association’s (MDA}
obsession with finding a cure to the exclusion of supporting in-
dependent hiving and civil rights for disabled people. Elen Stohl
proclaims sexuality, while at the same time uncovering the story
of disabled people objectified, made o be asexual, 'The Mencap ad
focuses on one of many stories about disability charity, the turning
of disabled people into children. These three stories need telling
separately in all their specific detail, They can also be brought to-
gether to tell a single larger story, one about the meaning of images,
how those meanings change and shift depending upon the context,
and the many ways in which they enter the body.

Tall, slender, heterosexual, paraplegic, and beautiful in the
ways the modeling industry defines beauty, Ellen Stohl provides &
convenient focus for this larger story. Ellen caused a big flap in 1987
when she posed for Playbey. That eight-page spread, “Meet Ellen
Srohl™ alternates between text and Rill-page photos, The texc de-
scribes Ellen, her life as 2 young disabled woman, her attitudes
about disability and sexuality. Small, inset photos accompany the
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words. We see Ellen riding 2 horse, sitting ac her typewriter, in her
wheelchair studying martial arts, smiling in front of a frat house,
These images interest—maybe even titillate—nondisabled viewers
because they can’t quite helieve disabled people lead regular, every-
day lives. The text reads in part: “{Eflen’s] a full-time student, a
part-time actress, model, and a public speaker; she drives a cay,
rides a horse, skis, studies martial arts—and is confined to a wheel
chaie.” These words thrive on the lies that disability equals passiv-
ity, inability, and precludes activities as mundane as driving a car.
In contrast to the textual emphasis on the many ways in which
Ellen “overcomes” her disability, the big, full-page, soft porn pho-
tos of her contain no visual clues of disabiltity. Her wheelchair is out
of sight in these pictures. They show Ellen half-naked, breasts in
full view, wearing lace and pearls, lying in bed, legs draped in bed-
clothes. In one shot, she touches the pearls o her lips, In another
she lies back, her right hand reaching under the sheets, her head
turned in posed pleasure. In a third, she looks at the camera coyly,
seductively, smiling a come-hither smile. Elien caused a big flap.
Many people had opinions about Ellen’s appearance in Playboy.
Some disability activists were pissed because Elfen appeared non-
disabled in the most sexualized portion of the spread, this image
reinforcing the bitter lie that only nondisabled women are sexual.
Others expressed approval, relief, pleasure that disabled women
were finally being recognized as sexual beings, regardless of the fi-
nal presentation of disability or lack thereof. Some feminists railed
against Playboy and soft pornography, implicitly pitying and judging
Ellen even more than they did nondisabled models. Other femi-
nists tried to analyze the contradictory messages, the sexual objec-
tification of women intertwined with the pesception of disabled
people as asexual, the visual presentation of Elien as nondisabled
congtrasted with the textual presentation of her as a supercrip.
This cacophony of opinions averwhelms me. I turn back to
the MDA ad, the cover of New Mobility, and the Mencap ad. I place
the empty wheelchair next to the wheelchair Ellen so easily drapes
herself over. T let the images of Elien and the old woman in the
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Mencap poster lie side by side. 1 imagine the American disability
charity MDA and rthe English disability charity Mencap, both pos-
ing as saviors of disabled people, duking it out. I watch as Ellen’s
full-color sexual seif stares down Mencap's black-and-white camera.

...........

The empty wheelchair with its headline, “A Business Deal So Good

Ir'li Have People Getting Up And Walking Away,” proclaims that
disabled people who use wheelchairs, and by association all dis-
abled people, are simply waiting for the capitalist powers-that-be
to find a cure. A cure may exist now or in the future for some dis-
abilities, and may be imporrant in the lives of some disabled people.
But by and farge we are not waiting to be cured. To frame disability
in terms of a cure is to accept the medical model of disability, to
think of disabled people as sick, diseased, ill people. Sometimes
nondisabled folks ask me what I would do if T could rake a magic
pilf and wake up “normal™that is, without CP. They always ask in
such a way that I know they believe my life to be unbelievably hard.
I like telling them that for me having CP is rather like having blue
eyes, red hair, and two arms. T don't know my body any other way.
The biggest difference is no one gives me grief, denies me employ-
ment, treats me as if 1 were ten years old, because of my blue eyes.
My CP is not simply a medical condition. I need no specific medical
care, medication, or treatment for my CP; the adaptive equipment
I use can be found in a2 computer catalog, not a hospital. Of course,
disability comes in many varieties. Some disabled people, depend-
ing on their disabilities, may indeed have pressing medical needs
for a specific period of time or on an ongoing basis. But having
particular medical needs differs from labeling a person with mul-
tiple sclerosis as sick, or thinking of quadriplegia as a disease. The
disability rights movement, like other social change movements,
names systems of oppression as the problem, not individual bodies.
1n short it is ableism thar needs the cure, not our bodies.

Rather than a medical cure, we want civi rights, equal aceess,
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gainful employment, the opportunity to live independently, good
and respectful health care, desegregated education. We want to be
part of the world, not isolated and shunned, We want a redefini-
tion of vatues that places disability not on the margins as a dreaded
and hated human condition but in the center as a challenge to the
dominant culture. Paul Longmore, historian and disability activist,
writes:

[1¥]eaf and disabled people have been uncovering or formulating sets of al-
ternative values derived from within the deaf and disabled experiences....
Those values are markedly different from, and even opposed to, non-
disabled majority values, They {disabled peoplel declare that they prize
not self-sefficiency but seff-determination, not independence but inter-
dependence, not functional separateness but human community This

vattes-formation eakes disability as its starting point.$

Needless to say, 2 cure is not high on our list of goals.”

The MDA, on the other hand, infamous among disability ac-
tivists for its Labor Day telethon, is hot for a cure. It spends big
moncey on research, but won't buy respirators for those who need
them; big money on the next genetic breakthrough, but not on lift
bars to make bathrooms accessible. The MDA’ telethon fundraises
by evoking pity and tragedy, harming disabled people far more than
the money helps us. Yes, 1 know the need for money is huge, and

* 1n the last decade as T've listened ro disabled people--particularly people dealing
with chronic Hliness andfor pain—ralk about their lived daily realities, I've come to
know that a politics about cure needs o be more nuanced than $'ve written here.
While it’s true that ending ableism needs to be a high social justice priority; it's also
true that for many disabled people, effective treatment and/or potential cure can
also be remarkably important. How do we strike 2 balance between a political un-
derstanding of the widespread damage caused by ableism on one hand and the need
in many people’s Hves for treatment andfor cure on the other? The trick of course
is finding that balance within a dominant culture that devalues disabled people and
believes in the abschute necessity of cure.~E.C., 2000



bodies

each wheelchair the MIJA donates—they do spare a few dollars
from research to buy chairs—improves the quality of some disabled
person’s life. But imagine a group of men raking in the bucks for
women’s rights by portraying women as pitiful and tragic individu-
als who lead unbearable lives by virtue, not of sexism, but of their
femaleness, Or imagine heterosexual people, who purported to ad-
vocate for LGBT people, raising money by reaffirming the cultural
belief that homosexuality is a devastating but curable condition.
These situations would be intolerable; queer and feminist activists
would rise up in revolt. But this is exactly where disabled people
find ourselves. Nondisabled people, like jerry Lewis, who purport
to be working in the interests of disabled people, turn their backs
on disability oppression, rev up the stereotypes of tragic and help-
less cripples, and pour the bucks into research rather than civil
rights, And disability activists are rising up in revolt, naming the
telethon a pity festival and challenging the disability charity indus-
try head or,

Telethons are made worse by a lack of images of disability, I
there were plenty of images—disabled people at work and school;
disabled people in happy, committed relationships; disabled peo-
ple as parents, reachers, activists, performers, artists, lawyers,
carpenters, nurses—these pity fests would be less of a problem.
Bue that plenty does not yet exist. We cannot turn on our televi-
sions day or night and warch disabled people lead ordinary lives—
or at least television’s version of ordinary life. Instead, once ayear
we can watch a string of disabled children and adults parading
across our screens, posed as cheerful but tragic poster children,
the telethon creating one of the dominant images of disabled
people.

Rather than posing for Playbey, sexually objectified for an au-
dience of nondisabled, straight men, or playing objectified blonde
bombshell for the disability community on the cover of New Mobil-
ity, Ellen Stohl could be one of those adults appearing on the tele-
thon, objectified by pity, the lights coming on above her, "Pledge
your money to help this poor crippled woman.” Her wheelchair
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waould become a symbol of tragedy, instead of a rool for mobility, a
prop for modeling,

I look at the three adults and one child in the Mencap poster, all
posed to appear as passive children, and I think about rthe perpet-
ual childhood many disabled people are forced into. I struggle daily
against the stereotype of the child-like cripple, baving to establish
myself over and over again as fully adult in the nondisabled world.
All too often my tremoring hands mark me in some inexplicable
way as a child. In a society that devalues children, being seen as a
child means being patronized, ignored, talked down to. 1'd like 2
nickel for every time 've been patted on the head, called a good tit-
tle cripple, that message communicated, not necessarily in words,
but in body language and a certain tone of voice.

Beyond the stereotypes, there is an actual childhood to which
many disabled adults are relegared. Many significantly disabled
people never leave their parents’ homes, are never employed. Or
they work in sheltered employment workshops, doing repetitive
assembly line tasks, such as sorting nuts and bolts, and are paid by
the hour or the piece, either way bringing home only a few dollars
a day” Nursing homes, group homes, and the remaining state-run
institutions alf argue against independent living, repeating over and
over that it is their job to protect disabled people® Forced steriliza-
tion of cognitively disabled people was & common and legal prac-
tice until the mid-1970s, Doctors defended the practice by declaring
that people deemed “mentally retarded” or, depending on the de-
cade, “defective” or *feebie-minded” or “imbecile” could not be
sexually “responsible” and should not be allowed to have children,
utilizing the ideas of the eugenics movement in the early 1900s.°
Federal and state regulations can make it difficult for disabled peo-
ple to marry, have children, and keep them. Say that a disabled man
receiving SS1 benefits marries a woman who has another source of
income. According to current regulations, he might very well lose

125—
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his benefits, regardiess of whether his partner earns enough to sup-
port both of them. This situation leads some disabled people to
keep their marriages secret.” Or as in Michigan in the early 'gos,
the state can threaten to take away a child from disabled parents,
claiming that they cannot adequately care for their baby. In the
Michigan case, the parents could not afford child care on their
own, and state law forbid their state-funded personal attendants,
who helped them with daily-living tasks, from handling their baby.
Legally the attendants could help the parents go to the bathroom,
for instance, but could not put a diaper on their baby" All these
paternalistic forces—1legal, medical, financial—create and maintain
a real lived childhood for many disabled aduits.

Think again about the Labor Day telethon. Some of “Jerry’s
kids” are 30, 40, 50 years old; they are no longer children, although
Jerry Lewis claims them still. If you were to believe Jerry's pitch,
you might believe that the children who appear on his pity fest
leave his stage to fead tragic lives suspended until MDA finds a
cure, rather than growing up to become adults with mulei-faceted
fives,

By declaring, “A mental handicap is there for life, So is Men-
cap,” Meneap follows in the truest tradition of disability charity,
posing as the savior, the white knight in shining armor. These char
ities firse create and exploit the image of disabled people as child-
like and rthen valiantly come to our rescue. Ellen Stohl could, given
slightly different circumstances, be the older woman in that Men-
cap poster, pictured as passive and awkward, child-like without the
feast hint of sexuality. Instead she poses, fully adule, blatantly sex-
ual, in front of another camera.

in placing the images of Ellen next to the MDA ad and the Men-
cap poster, I don’t mean to glorify Ellen as she drapes herself over
her wheelchair and looks the part of 2 sex symbol. Rather I want
to start 2 discussion about disability, objectification, and sexual-
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ity. Among many marginalized peoples, objectification exoticizes
culture, sexualizes bodies, and distorts real fived sexuality: white
women as sex things; Asian people as exotic and passive; African
American men as hypersexual, violent predators; working-class
and poor women as sluts; gay men as sexually depraved molesters;
transsexual people as sexual curiosities and freaks. The list goes on
and on. But for disabled people, objectification means something
entirely different. To make complete sense of Ellen in the pages
of Playbay, on the cover of New Mobility, this difference needs to
be examined.

Consider the pictures of us in medical textbooks. We stand
atone and naked against dark backdrops, our “deformities” high-
lighted and notated in the captions, black rectangles positioned
in the images to cover our eyes. The creators of these textbooks
blithely use us to illustrate their texts, while erasing our faces,
turning our bodies into inanimate exhibits. While these kinds of
medical images are, or have been, common to a number of often
overlapping groups of people—disabled people, fat people, inter
sex people, people of colos, people with facial distinctions—they
hold, because of the medical model that frames disability, a partic-
alar power for disabled peopie. Gur bodies are seen so often simply
and entirely as medical conditions. These textbooks objectify us,
not sexualizing the body, but medicalizing it.

Consider telethons. The disabled people up there on stage are
stripped of their real live humanity and become projections, ob-
jects to which the audience can attach its pity and beliefs about
tragedy. Telethons are objectificarion, not exoticizing the body, but
pitying it.

Consider life in a nursing home. Significantly disabled people,
most of whom don't need nursing care, are all too often forced
into institutions by a profound lack of resources. When Medicaid
won't pay for personal attendants, when accessible housing can’t
be found, when there is no community or family support, nursing
homes become the dumping ground. Journalist Joseph Shapiro telis
this story about Jeff Gunderson, a young disabled man with CP:
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The two nursing homes where Guaderson lived were set up 1o care for the
elderly, nor the young. Gunderson was reguired to follow the same regime
as the geaerally sickly, elderly people around him. This made iz easier for
the nursing kome staff. He went to bed at 7 p.m., the same time as his firse
roommate, a man in his eighties, His food was bland, unseasoned, often &
form ef gruet made for the okder residents who could not ear solid food....
Sometimes aides tied him to his bed. They would drag him into cold showers
as punishiment. To make him use the bathroom: on 2 schedule convenient for
the nurses, they would put ice cubes down his pangs.... On several occasions,
Gunderson says he was given a suppository before sleep, and, since he could

not move by himself, he would spend the night lying in his own feces.”

Jeff’s experience, while possibly not the norm for nursing homes,
is all too common. Vve heard stories of people tied to their wheel-
chairs, left for hours, stories of untreated hedsores and cockroach-
infested beds, stories of years fived in brain-numbing boredom,
disabled people becoming objects, not sexual or exotic objects, but
objects to be passively neglected and actively abused.

Objectification plays many roles in the lives of disabled peo-
ple, none of which sexualize us. In fact, medicalization, pity, and
neglect do exactly the opposite. Consequently, disabled people’s
relationship to sexual objectification is often complex. A friend
once told me: When I was in bigh school, 1d ge cruising with my girl
friends. The bays would boot and holler at us, Hey baby, you're hot, or
just wolf whistle. But later if they saw my leg braces and crutches, theyd
come over to me, quietly apologize, tell me they didn't mean it. They were
sincere. Now zo years later, now that I'm a dyke, I'm bungry for sexual
attention. I want dykes ro wolf whistle at me, to stare at my body, not as
though I were a freak in a freak show, but stare, eyes full of desire, eyes
undressing me. I want them to still mean it afier they see my wheelchair.
After my friend told me this story, we simply laughed, unable to
put words (0 our mutual undesstanding of a complicated twining
of escape and loss we both feel.

Sexual objectification is not simple. From one angle, it runs
counter to human liberation, enforcing and maintaining institu-
tionalized power differences: women becoming mere sex objects
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for men's enjoyment, white people exoticizing the bodies and cul-
tures of people of color, rich and middle-class people projecting
sexuat “irresponsibility” and “promiscuity” onto poor and working-
class people. These power imbalances have huge ramifications in
people’s personal lives and on public policy.

From another angle, sexual objectification is totally inter
twined with sexuality How are our sexual desires expressed and
represented? What are the differences between wanted and un-
wanted sexual gaze? When does that gaze define our sexualities for
us, many times in degrading and humiliating ways? And when does
that gaze help us create ourselves as sexual beings? These guestions
lead me to think about sexual objectification, the creation of self-
defined sexuality, and the possible intersecrion of the two, Within a
particular community, where images are produced by and for mem-
bers of that community, can sexual objectification support our real
lived sexualities? Lesbian sex artist Persimmon Blackbridge writes:

Pornography is assumed ro be made by men and for men, Sexual im-
ages by women and for women are never mentioned, Its such a familias
crasure of our fives.... A Penthouse portrayal of a woman in bondage and 2
woman's portrayal of herself in bondage are seen as the same thing. {Frem
this perspective] there is no difference between a tired old view of the

Suberdinated Other, and a vulnerable self-exploration.®

Does the meaning of sexual objectification change depending on
context, and if so, how? Is a lesbian strip show at a dyke bar, a drag
queen extravaganza at a queer bar, about sexual objectification?
Or are they about creating ourselves as sexual subjects? Where is
the line between being a sexual object and sexual subject? Does
the location of that line change depending on context, community,
culture, intent? Can one find herself as a sexual subject through
sexual objectification? These are not trivial questions. The feminist
sex wars of the 1980s, pitting anti-pornography activists against
anti-censorship activists, “pro-sex” feminists against “anti-violence”
feminists, were fought over them, and they have no real answers,

]2()._.«
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except in the acknowledgment of complexity.

We all live in a world that both hates sex and is saturated with
sex, sex plastered everywhere: television, movies, biltboards, maga-
zines, the nightly news. Yer disabled people find no trace of our
sexualities in that world. We are genderless, asexual undesirables.
This is not an exaggeration. Think first about gender and how per-
ceptions of gender are shaped. To be female and disabled is to be
seen as not quife a woman; to be male and disabled, as not quite a
man. The mannerisms that help define gender—the ways in which
people walk, swing their hips, gesture with their hands, move their
mouths and eyes as they talk, take up space with their bodies—are
ail based upon how nondisabled people move. A woman who walks
with erutches does aot watk like a “woman”, a man who uses a
wheelchair and a ventilator does not move like a “man.” The con-
struction of gender depends not only upon the male body and fe-
mate body, but also upon the nondisabled body.

Now think about sexuality. Disability activist Connic Panza-
rino writes in her memoir The Me in the Mirrer about going to a
leshian bar:

... INJo one would tatk to me. Several women at the bar asked my atten-
dant why she brought her “patient” 1o this kind of place. My attendants
explained thac T was there because 1 was a lesbian and they were there

hecause they were working for me.

Or consider the uproar when Los Angeles television news anchor
Bree Walker Lampley, who has an inheritable disability that par
tially fuses bones in the fingers and toes, became pregnant, She was
raked over the coals on talk radio for choosing to have a child who
might be disabled. Jane Norris, the radio show host, said:

Face the facts here, having that sorr of deformity is 2 steike against you
in life. Peaple judge you by your appearance, by the shape of your hands,
and the shape of your body and the shape of your face. They just do.
They make value judgments about you. Whether it’s right or whether it’s
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wrong, it just is.... v would be difficulr o bring myself to morally casc my

child forever to disfigured hands.®

The people who called in to the show reflected Norris's attitude
with even more vehemence, One caller said, “I want to know what
her motive is for having this child.... Actually, 1 think it’s kind of
irresponsible.” The step from saying it's morally wrong for a dis-
abled woman to be pregnant to saying it's morally wrong for her
to be sexual at all is tiny” Connic is a medical patient, not just an-
other dyke at a dyke bar; Bree is immoral and irresponsible, not just
another expectant mother, It is no exaggeration to say that we are
genderless, asexual undesirables. We hear and see and feel this at
every turn, It digs into our bodies. From this vantage point, sexual
objectification appears to be a positive recognition of sexuality.

How do I explain the complicated twining of escape and loss
that my friend’s story points to? On the one hand, disabled people
mostly escape the sexual objectification and harassment many
nondisabled women face every day at their jobs and on the streets,
it is an escape that has given me a bit of space. Amidst ail the star
ing I absorb and deflect, 1 am grateful not to have to deal with
sexuat leering. On the other hand in the absence of sexual gaze of
any kind directed at us—wanted or unwanted—we lose ourselves
as sexual beings. I almost don’t have words for what this absence,
this loss, means in my life. It has been a gaping hole, a desolate fog,
and a “normal” everyday fact. It has transtated into an inability to
conceive of myself as attractive and desirable, has added to my
sense of being ugly and clumsy. | hate these meanings. In the world
as I want it to be, no peoples would be subjected to unwanted sex-
ual gaze. We could all choose ourselves as sexual subjects, sexual
objects, sexual beings, There would be a million ways to acknowl-
edge our own and each other’s sexualities, none of them connected
to oppression. But in the world as it is, sexual objectification is a
powerful marker, however damaging, of sexuality In turn, its absence
is also powerful.
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When nondisabled feminists started criticizing Ellen and the
disability activists who supported her, 1 wanted to rant. 1 am
well-schooled in the feminist argument they were making. Most
frequently grounded in 2 white, middle-class, single-issue version
of feminism, this argument rakes on the generic objectification
of women, meaning middle- and upper-class, white, heterosexual,
nondisabled women. It ignores the matrix of class, race, sexual ori-
entation, gender, and disability and places gender—or at least a
simplified version of gender that ignores transsexuality and trans-
gender experience and often vilifies trans women—at the abso-
lute center. It goes like this: images of women from advertising
O movies to pornography treat women as sexual objects. In turn,
objectification helps create and maintain a culture where sexual
and physical violence against women is acceptable and permitted,
glorified, and romanticized.

This anafysis has led to much powerful feminist activism in
the past 2§ years against rape and child abuse, against pornogra-
phy and other media portrayals of women. But when taken to its
extreme—sometimes in the form of legislation—it has also led to
pro-censorship stands, bizarre agreements with the right wing, and
narrow, dogmatic views about sex and sexual imagery. It succeeded
in bringing to the foreground what is degrading, humitiating, and
dangerous about sexual objectification but failed to understand the
complicated relationship between the self as subject and the self ag
object. It spoke eloguently about the damage that can be caused by
pornographic sexual representation but failed to embrace the need
for pleasure. It named certain sexual behaviors as oppressive, but
failed to take into account the multi-layered reality of erotic power.

These failings provided fuel for the conflicts over censorship,
the uses of erotica/pornography, and the role of sexual objectifi-
cation. Unfortunately the feminist sex wars, as the conflicts have
been dubbed, didn’t result in 2 new framework, a deeper under
standing of sexual objectification, representation, damage, and
pleasure, but in a polarization where one is either perceived as anti-
porn, pro-censorship, and anti-sex or as pro-porn, anti-censorship,
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and pro-sex. As I write this, I can almost hear my readers trying to
peg me. Which side am T on? Can  be both anti-hate literature—
and I believe some pornography falls into that category—and
anti-censorship? Critical of sexual objectification and aware of its
complexities? Fiercely aware of sexual violence and damage on one
hand and sexual pleasure and presence on the other? Can [ make
enough space to add disability to the discassion?

Many of the feminists who criticized Ellen didn’t know two
cents about disability and ableism. For them objectification meant
only sexual objectification. Within their analytic framework, soft
pornography, like Playboy, was simply and entirely problematic,
They rejected Ellen and the disability activists who supported her
as dupes of the patriarchy 1 wanted to shake them out of their nar
row, single-issue analysis. I won't deny that Ellen is sexually objecti-
fied in the pages of Playbey and on the cover of New Mobility. But
within the context of disability, the meaning of this objectification
shifts. Ellen becoming a sex object, being seen and acknowledged as
sexy, splashed in color across the pages of a sex magazine, represents
an important fault kne, a sudden and welcome admission of dis-
abled people—or at least one white, heterosexual, disabled woman
whose disability can be made invisible before a camera—as sexual.

1 look again at Elien draped over her wheelchair, Elien dressed
to display her ample cleavage and long legs. The photo reminds
me of the Ford and GM ads where scantily dressed white women
drape themselves over cars and trucks. T remember learning how to
pick apart advertisements, to recognize what the capitalist, sexist,
racist money-mongers really mean to sell. 1 place the two images
side-by-side—the New Mobility cover next to the Ford ad—and feel
compelied to ask a rhetorical question. Can't you recognize the dif
ference? The answer is entirely about context.

When a people’s cotlective history includes dehumanizing medical
textbook photographs, forced sterilization, pity fests masquerading

el
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as charity, and an asexuality so deeply ingrained in our bodies and
institutionalized in the world that it feels impossible to shake, El-
len’s bare skin looks great. But the disability activists who uacondi~
tionally supported Elien when she posed in Playboy also frustrate
me. That cighepage soft porn spread represents an important faule
line, or the beginning of one. At the same time, I want to remind
Ellen’s disabled supporters about the dangers of accepting beauty
and sexuality as defined exclusively by nondisabled people, by
straight people, by white people, by rich people, by men, Let us
remember disabled bodies in all their variety. 1 look ar my body set
off-center by CP, tense and shaky; my butch body often raken to be
male; my body marked, both visibly and not, by rape. T will never
look iike Ellen Stohl. Nor will most of us. We will never, as Ellen so
gracefully does, mect the dominant culture’s standards for beauty
and sexual attractiveness. Even if we did, 1 do not want Playboy to
define anyone’s sexuality—regardless of gender or disability. I be-
fieve disability activists need to feel some ambivalence abous Ellen
in Playbay, even about Ellen on the cover of New Mobility.

Ange Finger articulares this exact ambivalence welf in an article
about a series of ads in Vague. Showcasing extremely expensive clothes,
they center upon a model with no visible disabilicy, She is dressed in
black, wears four-inch heels, and uses, in sucecessive ads, a wheelchair,
a cane, and crutches. In the final photo, one of her legs appears to
have been amputated and placed next to her. Finger analyzes these
images, weaving her political sensibilities as a feminist and disabil-
ity rights activist together with her personal struggle as a disabled
woman to “feel comfortable with having a sensual presence in the
world.™ She ends the article, wrapping her analysis in ambivalence:

Certainly, the pictures can be quite legitimarely read as making a joke
about disability, of sexualizing disability within nondisabled norms {as
a kink, acceptable so long as the woman deesn't actuaily look as if she
needs the paraphernalia), But there’s also another movement at work
within the photographs: of disability being seen outside the conrexts of
tragedy and asexuality Of course, and unfortunately, it happens within
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the context of feminine sexuality being linked 1o helplessness, wealth,
and a standard of lucks that only a very few women, disabled or nondis-
abled, can be part of. While criticizing what in the layout surely needs
t0 be criticized, we can also see the seed of a positive movement: a seed
that will come ta fruition when disabled women are zble not to be passive
objects of art, but to create our own tepresentations—and get them seen

and recognized.”

P'm saddened that because there are so few images of disabled
people, of us as sexual beings, we tura—however ambivalently—to
Playboy and Vogue, as if Playboy publisher Hugh Hefner or Yogue pho-
tographer Helmut Newton could ever do justice to crip sexuality

In writing about the lack of lesbian images made by lesbians,
Susan Stewart of the lesbian sex art collective Kiss and Tell frames
ambivalence this way:

Images of lesbians created by lesbians are extremely rare and diffieuie
to find, yet photographs taken by men, of women staged to ook like
leshians, are coramon fair in both porno mags and videos, Lesbians aren't
fooled by these images. We know who they are meant for and sometimes
they disgust and sadden us and sometimes we are turned on by them.
When there is a profonged drought you tend to get less fussy about the
purity of the water you drink. It is alf part of what some theorists cal}
"reading across the grain.” Some of us have been reading across the grain
for so tong that eur eyes have splintess.®

1 say Playboy’s “Meet Elien Stohi” and Vogue's advertisements create
some mighty big splinters for disabled people.

The answer of course, as Finger suggests, is to create more
representations of disabled people. Within disability communities
and in mainstream culture, we need images—honest, solid, shim-
mering, powerful, joyful images—of crip bodies and sexuality in
the same way we need crip humor, crip pride, crip culture. We need
more short stories like Finger’s “Helen and Frida,” where Helen
Keller and Frida Kahlo, “the two female icons of disability,” meet,
spend a highly charged afternoon, and end in a deeply passionate
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and exploratory kiss.” We nced more poems like Cheryl Marie
Wade's “A Nighr Alone™

Longing

tugs at my bones

listens closely

for his clumping braced footsteps
on the gravel driveway

... Longing

holds his sounds
berween my thighs
and brings him home®

More pocms like Kenny Fries’s “Love Poem™
And how do you imagine me? Do you

feel my caftused skie? See my twisted
benes? When you take off my clothes

wiil you kiss me all over? Touch me as

if my body were yours. Make me beautiful

We need more photographs like the one in JEB's collection, Mak-
ing @ Way: Lesbians Out Front. Three white women sit on a blanket
in the woods, their faces animated and smiling. Near one of the
women lies a pair of leg braces and crutches. All three women are
naked, the photo filled with a deep sense of comfort and embodi-
ment.™ We need more plays like PH. *reaks; The Hidden History
of People with Disabilities where we see Joey, a man with cerebral
paisy, and Beth, 2 woman with quadriplegia, make love for the first
rime.” We need images of heterosexual marriage, queer marriage,
one-night stands, serial monogamy, lesbian butch and femme, first
dates, enduring companionship, gay men in drag, outrageous flirta-
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tion and serious commitment, al crip style, Within the context of
these images, Eflen in Playboy would be a non-event, Ellen on the
cover of New Mobility would simply be one more image, and the ads
in Vague wouldn't be a site of ambivalence.”

With these images, 1 can begin to tunnel through my sense of
being ugly and clumsy, unattractive and undesirable. When 1 look
in the mirror, I can remember Joey on stage as & fover and a man
with CP, his hands grasping, speech halting, in ways that look and
sound familiar. T can see myself as sexy I can read the words of
Sandra Lambert, the disabled woman in JEB's photo: “In the pho-
tos we [JEB and 1] did together I am naked in an altered context—
not alone, not anonymous, and beautiful,™ Read her words and
come to know the beauty in my body With these images, 1 may
find myself catching the eye of some attractive woman across the
dance floor. But I don’t want these images just for myself and other
pofiticized ctips in the movement. I want them to reach into nurs-
ing homes and rehab centers, sawmills and auto factories. | want the
logger disabled in a chainsaw accident, the war vet using a wheel-
chair, the secretary with a repetitive stress injury so bad she can’t
move her hands, to be able to refigure their bodies as something
other than broken, neglected, medicalized objects of pity.

—r—n

* While 2 plenty of images of crip bodics and sexuabitics still docsn't exist a decade
Tares, there has been an cutpouring of erip cultural work in thar direction. For some
current exampies, see the ongoing work of Sins Iavalid, 2 “performance projeet on
disabilicy and sexuality that incubates and ceiebrates artists with disabiliies, cen-
tealizing artists of color and queer and gender-variant artists” (wwwisinsinvalid.orgh
Loree Erikson's short, politically astute erip pora video Wanr (unavailable for distri-
hution; for information about the filmmaker, see wwwxtra.ca/public/TorontofSex_
on_wheels-3335.aspx}; the 20-plus years of dance by AXTX Dance Company (www,
axisdance.org) and the brand new work of GIMP (www.thegimpproject.com); and
Peggy Munson's nove! Origami Striptease (San Franciscor Suspect Thoughes Press,
2006)~E.C,, 2009
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But images alone are not enough. Behind the current fack of images
of disabled people and our sexuality is our real, actual, institutional-
tzed asexuality All the same forces that relegate disabled adults to a
perpetual chifdhood also shape us as asexual. Sheitered employment,
protective paternalism, and restrictive legislation make discover
ing and developing the sense of an autonomous self, much less a
sexual self, difficult at best. Add to chis, nursing homes that for-
bid sexval relationships between consenting adults who live
there;” rehabilitation centers that don’t provide much of anything,
much less sex education to newly disabled adults;”® and a medical
establishment that now encourages the voluntary steriiization of cog-
nitively disabled aduits. These institutional barriers mount up fast,
combining with the attitudinal barriers, to create a profound reality
of asexuality.

We are truly the genderless, asexual undesirables in the mind’s eye
of the nondisabled world. The forces that keep us there must change.
The image of Ellen on the cover of New Mobility, though light years
away from the images created by MDA and Mencap, s not enough.
T want to add 2 fourth picture to my collage. Alongside the images of
the empty wheelchair, the disabled adules passively posed as children,
and Elien looking sexy, let me place another black-and-white photo.

A white man Jooks into the camera, head tilted back just a bit, face
creased with a smile. His full beard is beginning to gray, mouth
slightly open as if the shutter elicked mid-sentence. A respirator
tube angles out of his mouth, down his chese, high back of his
wheelchair just visible behind his left shoulder. Photograph of Ed
Roberts accompanying an interview.™

Fd Roberts is often called the father of the disabiliry righes move-
ment. Disabled by polio in 1953, Ed used a wheelchair and needed
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o spend a large part of each day in an iron lung. After high school
and two years at San Mateo Community College, he applied to UC
Berkeley First, California’s Department of Rehabilitation refused
to help pay for his education. Ed's rehab counselor deemed him
“unemployable, not feasible.” Then UC Berkeley resisred admit-
ting him. One dean told Ed, “We've tried cripples before, and it
didn’t work.™ Finally after much struggle, both the stare and the
university relented, and Ed moved to UC Berkeley, living in the stu-
dent infirmary at UCs Cowell Hospital because none of the dormi-
tories had foors strong enough to support his §oo-pound iron fung.
Over the next several years, as Ed earned bachelors and masters
degrees in political science, and soaked in the political and cultural
feement of Berkeley in the mid-"60s, a number of significantly dis-
abled men were admitted 1o the university and lived with him at
Cowell. They dubbed themselves the Rolling Quads and started to
formulate disability as a civil rights issue, setting up 4 network of
personal atrendants, and successfully insisting the city of Berkeley
add curb cuts to newly built sidewalks.

By the late '60s, the Rolling Quads were tired of living at Cow-
elf, They wanted to live in their own apartments in the commu-
nity but faced huge problems trying to find wheelchair-accessible
housing. Influenced by the activism of the civil rights movement,
women's liberation, and the anti-war protests, Ed and his friends
founded the Physically Disabled Students Program (PDSP) in 1970
to help disabled students live independently.

PSP advocated for students, organized self-help groups, gath-
ered information about accessible housing, ran a wheelchair repair
shop, and helped folks find attendant services. The demand for the
services of PSP was high both on campus and off, so in 1972 the
leaders of PDSP founded the Center for Independent Living (CIL)
in Berkeley with Ed as its direcror. Since then, CILs have sprung up
all over the country and have been one of the major forces in creat
ing self-determination for disabled people. Ed went on to become
the head of California’s Department of Rehabilitation and a chief
reformer of the institution that a mere 14 years before had declared

9.....



=40

bodies

him unemployable. The work of Ed and the Rolling Quads marked
one of the beginnings of the disability rights movement,

The focus on seif-determination, on the guestion of who gets
to control the lives of disabled people—the medical establishment
or disabled people ourselves—which Ed so clearly framed and ar-
ticulated in his organizing, is still central today. As I write this essay,
disahility activists and lobbyists are werking to push federal legisia-
tion, the Medicaid Community Attendant Services Act (MiCASA),
through Congress, This Act would allow disabled and old people
to spend Medicaid dollars on community-based services as well as
on nursing home care, essentially giving the 2.2 million people who
live in nursing homes the fundamental right to choose where they
want to live, As it stands now, states are required o use Medicaid
funding to support nursing homes and Intermediate Care Facilities
for the Mentally Retarded, but not community- and home-based
services, This means thatr in many states disabled people can find
a Medicaid-funded nursing home placement, but not Medicaid-
funded (meaning affordable) attendant services, which in turn
means being forced to live in an institution rather than in the com-
munity. MiCASA would begin to change all this.

Unfortunately the fundamental renet of independent living,
the right to control ene’s own life, is still a contested idea in the
dominant culture. The movement has made headway—disabled
children are more likely to go to integrated schools alongside their
nondisabled peers, the ADA {(Americans with Disabilities Act) is
providing a certain level of civil rights protection, and barrier-free
access is a growing reality—but not enough. Disabled people, par-
ticularly those with significant disabilities, are still living behind
locked doors, the genderless, asexual undesirables shunted away,

1 look at the photo of Ed Roberts and imagine how it could

* Ower the last ten years, MiCASA has morphed into the Community Choice Act
(CCA). It was introduced into Congress in 2007 and 2009. As of May 2009, the
struggle to pass this legislation continues while many disabled peaple remain ware-

housed in nursing homes.—E.C.,, 2000
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have been. Rather than a portrait of Ed sitting outside his house,
I conjure him in a aursing home, dressed in a nursing gown, eyes
refusing the camera, Ed at the mercy of nurses and nurse’s aids, |
return to his picture, as it is, not as it could easily have been, and
see a man happily engaged in the work of changing the world.

Does Elfen Stohl know what Ed Roberts and other disability
activists have won for her? Does she know that Playboy wouldn't
have even considered her, that New Mobility wouldn't even exist,
without the disability rights movement? Does she understand—or
for that matter do J—just how linked the struggles for self-deter
mination and for a self-defined, recognized sexuality are? We will
never find our sexualities within the confines of a nursing home or
the bounds of a medical model of disability. T place Ed’s engage-
ment next to Ellen’s pose. The camera catches Ed mid-sentence,
EHen arranged for an audience. T know these two images have
very different intentions, but still they create a dialogue. 1 listen
to Ed’s activist passion for making independent living a reality for
all disabled people. He means to overturn ableism. [ watch Eflen’s
pose search for a place in 2 world that denies her sexuality, her
womanhood. She means not to change Hollywood, but to break in,
wheelchaie and all, This tension berween the one who is shaking
the worid up and the one who simply wants an entrance into that
world shadows many marginalized, politicized communities today
Taken side by side, the images of Ed and Ellen ask questions abous
social change and assimilation, invisibility and representation, ste-
reotypes and self-images, self-determination and sexuality. But in
spite of the tension between them, they also merge to form the
perfect retort to MDA empty wheelchair and Mencap's vision of
disabled people as passive children.
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stones 1n my
pockets, stones in
my heart

GENDER REACHES INTO DISABILITY; DISABILITY WRAPS AROUND CLASS;
class strains against abuse; abuse snarls into sexuality; sexuality folds
on top of race ... everything finally piling into a single human body
To write about any aspect of identity, any aspect of the body, means
writing about this entire maze. This 1 know, and yet the question
remains; where to start? Maybe with my white skin, stubbly red hair,
left ear pierced, shoulders set slightly off center, left riding higher
than right, hands tremoring, traced with veins, legs well-muscled.
Or with me in the mirror, dressing to go out, knotting my tie, slip-
ping into my blazer, curve of hip and breast vanishing beneath my
clothes. Or possibly with the memory of how my body felt swim-
ming in the river, chinook fingerlings nibbling at my roes. There are
a milion ways to start, but how de 1 reach beneath the skin?
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Age 13, hair curling down around my ears, glasses threatening to
shde off my nose, I work with my father every weekend building a
big wooden barn of a house. I wear overalls, my favorite flannel
shirt, sleeves rolled up over a jong john top, and well-worn work
boots. Over the years, my maother and 1 have fought about my hair.
 want to cut the curls off; she thinks they're pretty All morning |
have sawed 2x12 girders to length, helped my father pound them
into place. 1 come home from the building site to pick up a crow-
bar and eat lunch. A hammer hangs from my hammer loop; a utility
knife rides in my bib pocket. I ask my mother, “Am 1 feminine?”
My memory stops here. I do not remember what possessed me to
ask that question, whart I wanted to know, what my mother answered.

Feminine. Female, Girl | watched my younger sister spend hours
in the bathroom with a curling iron, my mother with her nail file
and eyebrow tweezers. | watched and listened to the girds in my
school talk about boys, go behind the equipment shed ro kiss
them, later whisper in algebra class about having sex with them.
1 watched from the other side of a stone wall, a wall that was part
self-preservation, part bones and blood of aloneness, parr the im-
possible assumptions 1 could not shape my body around.

Drresses. Make-up. High beels. Perfume. 1 tried wearing the skirts
my mother sewed for me. She urged me into Gid Scouts, slumber
parties, the 4-H knitting and sewing clubs. I failed, not wanting
any part of these activities. I Joved my work boots and overalls long
after all the other girls had discovered pantybose and mini-skirts.
But failing left a hole in my heart; I wanted to belong somewhere.

Am | feminine? Maybe 1 meant: “What am I, a gir, a boy,
something else entirely?” Maybe | meant: “Can [ be a girl like this?”
Or maybe 1 was simply trying to say: “Mama, [ don't understand.”
What did 1 want her to say? At 13,  didn’t have a clue what it meant
to be feminine or, for that matter, masculine. Those words were
empty signifiers, important only because 1 knew I was suppose to
have an attachment to femininity. At 13, my most sustaining rela-
tions were not in the human world. 1 collected stones—red, green,
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gray, rust, white speckled with black, black streaked with silver—
and kept them in my pockets, their hard surfaces warming stowly
to my body heat. Spent long days at the river Jearning what 1 could
from the salmon, frogs, and salamanders. Roamed the beaches at
high tide and low, starfish, mussels, barnacles clinging to the rocks.
Wandered in the hilis thick with moss, fern, liverwort, bramble,
tree. Only here did I have a sense of body. Those stones warm in
my pockets, I knew them to be the steadiest, only untouched parts
of myself. I wanted to be a hermit, to live alone with my stones and
trees, neither a boy nor a girl. And now 20 years later, how do 1
reach beneath the skin to write, not about the stones, but the body
that warmed them, the heat itseif?

1 could start with the ways my body has been stolen from me, Start
stowly, reluctantly, with my parents. My father who raised me, his
eldest daughter, as an almost son. My father who started raping me
so young I can’t remember when he first forced his penis inte me.
My mother who tells me she didn't know about his violence. T be-
lieve her because I know how her spirit vacated the premises, leaving
only her body as a marker. My mother who closed her eyes and
turned her back, who said ro my father, “She’s yours to raise as you
see fit.” My mother who was shaped entirely by absence and my fa-
ther who raught me the hills and woods: they were the first thieves.

But teli me, if T start here by placing the issues of violence
and neglect on the table alongside my queerness, what will happen
next? Will my words be used against me, twisted to bolster the
belief that sexual abuse causes homosexuality, contorted to pro-
vide evidence that transgressive gender identity is linked directly
to neglect? Most feminist and queer activists reject these linkages
and for good reason. Conservatives often use them to discredit
lesbian, gay, bi, and trans identities and to argue for our conversion
rather than our liberation. But this strategy of denial, rejecting
any possibility of connection between abuse and gender identity,
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abuse and sexuality, slams a door on the messy reality of how our
bodies are stolen.

I question my mother about that day when I asked, “Am I feminine?”
1 hope she will remember my question and her answer and offer
me some clues about what 1 wanted to know. She has no memory
of that day, but reminds me of something else. One year during the
long rainy season we called winter, the Lions Club held a carnival in
the old, falling-down junior high gymnasium. I wasted money on “the
man-cating fish,” only o see Tiny Lawrence cating tuna from a can,
laughed at the boys throwing wet sponges at the volunteer firemen,
then stood watching 2 woman draw guick cartoon-like portraies, each
signed “Betsy Hammond” with a flourish. She was new to town, and
I, curious, eventually paid my dolfar to sit down in front of her easel.
I recognized myself in the resulting drawing, liked the hard lines that
defined my face, the angle of my jaw, the toughness in my mouth.

Weeks later in the grocery store, my mother introduced her
self 10 Betsy. They started talking about hushbands and children,
and soon my mother mentioned me, her eldest daughter, and the
portrait I had brought home from the carnival, Betsy didn’t know
what my mother was talking about. Finally after much confusion,
she asked, “Didn’t 1 draw your son?” I remember the complete joy
I felt when my mother came home with this story. | looked again
and again at the portrait, thinking, “Right here, right now, 1 am a
boy.” It made me smile secretly for weeks, reach down into my
pockers to squeeze a stone tight in each fist. 1 felt as if | were look
ing in a mirror and finally seeing myself, rather than some distorted
fun-house image.

......

How do 1 write not abourt the stones, but the heat itself? 1 could
start by asking some hard, risky questions, Really, 1'd rather hang
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out with my ten-year-old self and share in her moment of glee as
she looked in the mirror. But truly, those questions feel inevitable,
and my boyhood pleasure rurns cold when I dip into the messy
reality of how my body was stolen. So, whatever the risk, let me ask.

How did my father’s violence, his brutal taking of me over
and over again, help shape and damage my body, my sexuality, my
gender identity? How did his gendered abuse—and in this culture
vaginal rape is certainly gendered——reinforce my sense of not being
a girl? How did his non-abusive treatment of me as an almost son
interact with the ways in which his fists and penis and knives told
me in no uncertain terms that 1 was a girl? How did watching him
sexually abuse other children—both boys and girls—complicate
what I knew of being girl, being boy? How did my mother’s willful
ignorance of the hurt he inflicted on me influence what 1 absorbed
about femininity and masculiniry?

—e—s

Little did I know back then as I carried that carnival caricature home
with me that the experience of being called sir, assumed to be ayoung
man, would become a regular occurrence. This gender ambiguity, be-
ing seen as 2 woman at one turn and a tecnage boy at the next, marks
to a large extent my queerness, When people stumble over their pro-
nouns, stammer, blush, or apologize in embarrassment, I often think
of Riki Anne Wilchins’ description of her friend Holly Boswell:

Holly is a delicate Southern belle of long acquaintance.... Sthe has ten-
der features, long, wavy blonde hait, a soft Carclina accent, 3 delicate
ferninine bosom, and no interest in surgery. Holly lives as an open trans-
gendered mother of two in Ashevilie, Nosth Carolina. Her comforting
advice to confused citizens struggling with whether to use Sir or Madam

is, “Don’t give it a second thought. You don't have a pronoun yet for me,™

Sometimes when I’m read as a womas, I actively miss hearing “sip,”
“ma’am” sounding foreign, distant, unfamiliar, even WIong to me.
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Usually I feel safer, somewhat buffered from men's violence against
women, walking the streets after dark, knowing my nighttime
outline and stride are frequently read as male. But mostly, 1 feel
matter-of-fact: “Oh yeah, this is happening again.”

Many dykes feel angered, irritated, dismayed, shamed by the
experience of being read as male, feel the need to assert their wom-
anhood. And in the same vein, I hear all the time about gay men who
pump up their masculinity To defend and strengthen one’s authentic
gender identity is important. But all too often I hear defensiveness
in the argument that butch dykes don’t mimic men but carve out
new ways of being women,; in the gay male personals that dismiss
femmes and drag queens out of hand. Is this our one and only re~
sponse to a heterosexist world that refuses to recognize feminine
males and masculine females, that challenges our very queerness?

Starting in the 1990s, the busgeoning trans liberation move-
ment has questioned and started to wage a struggle against the bi-
nary gender system that automaticaily links people assigned female
at birth to femininity to womanhood and people assigned male at
birth to masculinity to manhood. Even the binary of fernale and
male appears more and more to be a social construction as intersex
people—people who for any number of reasons are born with or
develop genitals, reproductive organs, and/or secondary sex char-
acteristics that aren’t considered standard for males or females—
begin to speak publicly of their lives and the medical intrusion
they've faced. How natural are the rigid, mutually exchusive defini-
tions of male and female if they have to be defended by genital
surgery performed on intersex people? The trans movement sug-
gests a world full of gender and sex variation, a world much more
complex than one divided into female-assigned women and male-
assigned men, Many trans activists argue for an end, not to the
genders of woman and man, but to the socially constructed binary”

* The strict binasy divide berween female and male has long been defended through
biclogy In resistance, we must examine the mapy ways in which categories based

upon biclogical sex are in reality socially constructed, However, ir my 1999 analysis 1,
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Within this context, to answer the homophobes becomes easy,
those folks who want to dehumanize, erase, make invisible the lives
of butch dykes and nellic fags. We shrug. We faugh, We tell them:
your definitions of woman and man suck. We tell them: your binary
stinks. We say: here we are in all our glory—male, female, intersex,
trans, butch, nellie, studly, fernme, king, androgynous, queen, some
of us carving out new ways of being women, others of us new ways
of being men, and stifl others new ways of being something clse
entirely. You don’t have pronouns yet for us,

How do T write not about the stones, but the heat itself? 1 could
start with the brutal, intimare details of my father’s thievery, of
his hands clamping around my neck, tearing into me, claiming my
body as his own. The brutal, intimate details, but listen: I get afraid
that the homophobes are right, that maybe in truth I live as a
transgender butch because he raped me, my mother neglected me.
IHose the bigger picture, forget that woven through and around the
private and intimate is always the public and political.

We live in a time of epidemic child abuse, in a world where
sexual and physical violence against children isn’t only a personal
tragedy and a symptom of power run amok, but also a form of so-
cial control. When a father rapes his daughter, a mother beats her
son, a white schoolteacher sexually fondies a Black student, a mid-
dle-class man uses a working-class boy to make child pornography,
a nondisabled caregiver leaves a disabled kid to sit in her/his urine

fike many other trans and feminist activists over the years, used intersex people and
bodies to argue my point shout social construction. Intersex activists have righdly
been angry at us for paying much more attention to what we believe intersex bod-
tes say abous systems of gender and sex than to the actual fived realities of intersex
people. Instead of using intersex bodies a5 symbols in transgender/feminist analysis,
we need to learn about intersex experiences and speak out sbout the ongoing shame,
silence, secrecy, and medical abuse intersex peaple face—E.C., z009
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for hours, these aduits teach children bodily lessons about power
and hierarchy, about being boys, being girls, being children, being
Black, being working-class, being disabled.

Whar better way to maintain a power structure—white
supremacy, patriarchy, capitalism, a binary and rigid gender
system——than to drill the lessons of who is dominant and who is
subordinate into the bodies of children. No, not every individual
perpetrator thinks, “This kid has stepped too far outside. I need to
beat/rape her back into line,” But certainly the power imbalances
out of which child abuse arises are larger than any individual
perpetrator’s conscious intentions. Social controf happens exactly
at the junctures where the existing power structure is—consciously
or not—maintained and strengthened,

And here is the answer to my fear. Child abuse is not the cause
of but rather a response to—among other things—transgressive
gender identity and/or sexuality The theory I'm trying to shape
is not as simple as “My father abused me because 1 was a queer
child who—by the time [ had any awareness of gender—was not at
all sure of my girlness,” although some genderqueer and trans kids
do get raped specifically because of their gender. Rarher I want to
say, “My father raped me for many reasons, and inside his acts of
viclence | learned about what it meant to be female, to be a child,
to live in my particular body, and those lessons served che larger
power structure and hierarchy well”

—een i

At the same time, our bodies are not merely blank slates upon
which the powers-that-be write their lessons. We cannot ignore the
body itself: the sensory, mostly nonrverbal experience of our hearts
and lungs, muscles and tendons, telling us and the world who we
are. My childhood sense of being acither girf nor boy arose in part
from the external lessons of abuse and neglect, from the confusing
messages about masculinity and femininity that T could not com-
prehend; I would be a fool to claim otherwise. But just as certainly,
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there was a knowing that resided in my bones, in the stretch of
my legs and arch of my back, in the stones lying against my skin,
a knowing that whispered, “not girl, not boy” Butch, neliie, studly,
femme, king, androgynous, queen: how have we negotiated the lies
and thievery, the ways gender is influenced by divisions of fabor, by
images of masculinity and femininity, by racism, sexism, classism,
ableism, by the notions of “real” men and “real” women? And how,
at the same time, have we listened to our own bodies? For me the
answer is not simpie.

1 think about my disabled body. For too long, [ hated my
trembling hands, my precarious balance, my spastic muscles so re-
peatedly overtaken by tension and tremor, tried to hide them at
all costs. More than once I wished to amputate my right arm so
it wouldn't shake. My shame was thar bald. All the lies contained
in the words retard, monkey, defect; in the gawking, the pats on my
head, and the tears cried on my shoulder; in the moments where |
became someone’s supercrip or tragedy: all those lies became my
second skin.

I think about my disabled body, how as a reenager I escaped
the endless pressure to have a boyfriend, to shave my legs, to wear
make-up. The same les that cast me as genderless, asexual, and
undesirable also framed a space in which [ was left alone to be
my quiet, bookish, tomboy self, neither gitl nor boy. Even then, |
was grateful. But listen, if I had wanted to date boys, wear lipstick
and mascara, play with feminine clothes—the silk skirt and pumps,
the low-cut blouse, the outrageous prom dress—1 would have had
to struggle much longer and harder than my nondisabled counter-
parts. The sheer physical acts of shaving my legs and putting on
make~up would have been hard enough. Harder scill would have
been the relentless arguing with my parents, resisting their image
of me as asexual or vulnerable to assault, persuading them that I
could in truth take care of myself at the movies with Brent Miller
or Dave Wilson.* But in truth I didn't want to date Brent or wear
the low-cut blouse. T shuddered at the thought. How would 1 have
reacted to the gendered pressures my younger, nondisabled sister
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faced? For her the path of least resistance pointed in the direction
of femininity; for me it led toward not-giri-not-boy. But to cast
my abiding sense of gendered self simply as a reaction to able-
ism is to ignore my body and whar it had to tell me. When I look
around me in disability community, I see an amazing range of gen-
der expression, running the gamut from feminine to androgynous
to masculine, mixed and swirled in many patterns, Clearly we re-
spond in a myriad of ways to the ableist construction of gender.

How do we negotiate the lies and listen to our bodies? I think
about my disabled body, my queer butch body read as a teenage
boy. The markers of masculinity—my shaved head and broad
stance, direct gaze and muscled arms—are unmistakable. And so
are the markers of disability —my heavy-heeled gait; my halting,
uneven speech; the tremors in my hands, arms, and shoulders. They
all twine together to shape me in the ableist world as either gender
less or a teenage boy. The first is all too familiar to disabled people.
"The second arises from the gender binary, where if I am not recog-
sized as a woman, then | am presumed to be a man or more likely,
given my fack of height and facial hair, a teenage boy. These exter
nal perceptions match in large part my internal sense of gender, my
bodily comfort with gender ambiguity. But if the external and in-
terpal didn’t march, whar thea?

Once I sat in a writing workshop with heterosexual, feminine,
disabled women, and we talked for an entire afternoon about gen-
der identity, precisely because of the damage inflicted when the
external ableist perceptions don't match the internal sense of self.
All o0 often, the thieves plant their lies, and our bodies absorb
them as the only truth. s it any surprise that sometimes my heart
fills with small gray stones, which never warm to my body heat?

PRy

The work of thieves: certainly external perception, stereotypes, lies,
false images, and oppression hold a tremendous amount of power.
They define and create who we are, how we think of our bodies, our
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gendered selves, How do | write not about the stones, but the body
that warms them, the heat itself? That question haunts me because
I lived by sphitting body from mind, body from consciousness, body
from physical sensation, body from emotion as the bullies threw
rocks and called retard, as my father and his buddies tied me down,
pulled out their knives. My body became an empty house, one to
which I seldom returned. { lived in exile; the stones rattling in my
heart, resting in my pockets, were my one and only true body.

But just as the stolen body exists, so does the reclaimed body.
I think of disabled people challenging the conception of a “per
fect” body/fmind. Ed Roberts sits out front of his house talking
about crip liberation. Ellen Stohl shapes herself into a sex symbo}
for the disability community. I think of queer people pushing upon
the dominant culture’s containment of gender, pleasure, and sex.
Drag queens and kings work the stage. Dykes take to the streets,
Gay men defend public sex. Trans people of all varieties say, “This
is how we can be men, women, how we can inhabit all ¢the spaces
in between,” Radical faeries switl in their pagan finery Bisexual
people resist a neat compartmentalizing of sexuality. 1 think of
people of color, poor people, working-class people all thumbing
their noses at the notion of assimilation, Over and over again, we
take the lies and crumble them into duse.

But how do T write about my body reclaimed, full of pride and
pieasure? It is easy to say that abuse, ableism, transphobia, and ho-
mophobia stole my body away, broke my desire, removed me from
my pleasure in the stones warm against my skin, the damp spongi-
ness of moss growing on a rotten log, the taste of spring water
dripping out of rock. Harder to express how that break becomes
healed, a bone once fractured, now whole, but different from the
bone never broken. And harder still to follow the path between
the two. How do I mark this place where my body is no longer an
empty house, desire whistling lonely through the cracks, but not
yet a house fully lived in? For me the path from stolen body to re-
claimed body started with my coming out as a dyke.
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1 was 18 and had just moved to the city I didn't want to be a girl,
nor was I a boy T hid my body, tried as much as possible to ig-
nore it. During my first week of college, I started meeting dykes,
In three weeks I began asking, “Am I a lesbian?” Once before, |
had faced this question and known the answer. The summer I was
12, two women, fricnds of my parents, came visiting from Arkan-
sas, I adored Suzanne and Susan, showed them my favorite spots,
the best blackberry brambles, where the muskrat built her den.
{ wanted them to stay with me in my river valley. They came our
to my parenss, and later I overheard my father say that Suzanne
was gay, his face growing tight and silent. Somehow | knew what
that word meant, even though [ barely understood bomosexual and
had only heard lesbian as a taunt. It made me smile, The image of
Suzanne and Susan holding hands as we walked Battle Rock Beach
stuck with me for weeks. I knew somewhere deep inside me, rising
up to press against my sternum, that I was like them. This I knew,
but by the time 1 turned 13, it had vanished.

Now at the age of 18, 1 picked the question vup again. 1 had
never kissed a boy, never had a boyfriend or girlfriend. T kaew
nothing about sexual desire. For me sex was bound together with
abuse. | had learned the details from my father just as | had learned
how to mix a wheelbarrow of concrete, frame a stud wall. Sex
meant rape—that simple, that complicated. The only thing I knew
about desire was the raw, split-openness that rampaged through me
after he was done, how those feelings could overtake my body again
late at night in my own bed, mounting up uncontainably. I was not
in love with a woman; I didnt even have a crush. And yet the ques-
tion “Am I a fesbian?” hung with me.

1 went to dyke events, read dyke books, listened to dyke mu-
sic, hung out at my first dyke bar, went to my first dyke dance. I
adored watching those women talk, laugh, hold hands, dance, kiss.
Those soft butch women who would never have claimed their
butchness then, during the lesbian-feminist androgyny of the y0s
and early 'Bos. Those women with buzzed hair and well-defined
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biceps, jeans faded and soft. Those women who looked me in the
eye. Watching them was like polishing my favorite stone to it
brightest glint. I knew I could be this kind of woman and so slowly
over the course of that year came to know myself as a dyke, I waited
another four years to kiss a woman.

My coming out wasn't as mmuch about discovering sexual de-
sire and knowledge as it was about dealing with gender identity
Simply put, the disabled, mixed-class tomboy who asked her
mother, “Am I feminine?” didn’t discover a sexuality among dykes,
but rather a definition of woman large encugh to be comfortable
for many years. And if that definition hadr’t been large enough,
what then? Would 1 have sought out hormones and/or surgery? If
I had been born a hundred years ago when a specifically feshian
definition didn’t exist, would I have been a “passing woman"? 1f 1
live long enough to see the world break free of the gender binary,
will I find home not as a butch dyke, a woman by default, but as
some third, fourth, fifth gender? Some gender that scems more
possible since trans people have started to organize, build com-
munity, speak out about our fives. Some gender that [ have already
started reaching roward.

ook

in queer community, I found a place to belong and abandoned my
desire to be a hermit. Among crips, 1 learned how to embrace my
strong, spastic body Through feminist work around sexual vio-
lence—political activism, theoretical analysis, emotional recovery—
I came to terms with the sexual abuse and physical torture done to
me. And somewhere along the line, T pulled desire to the surface,
gave it room to breathe. Let me write not about the stones, but the
heat itself.

I think of the first woman  dated. She and I spent many nights
eating pizza, watching movies, and talking halfway until dawn. ]
fell in love but never even kissed her, too afraid to even say, “This
is whar T want,” much less to lean over and put my lips to hers.
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It made sensc only years later when my mermories of rape came
flooding back. I think of a butch woman who, once my lover, is
now a good friend. One night as we lay in bed, she told me, “I
fike when your hands tremble over my body. It feels good, like
extra touching.” Her words pushed against the lies. Bur all too
often, sex was a bodiless, mechanical act for me as T repeatedly
fied my body. We decided we'd be happier as friends. 1 think of
the woman who called me her dream butchy shiksa and made me
smile. 1 took so long to realize what had flared between us she
almost gave up waiting. With her, desire traced my body, vivid
and unmistakable, returning me to the taste of spring water, the
texture of tree bark as T climbed toward sky. With her, I under
stood finally what it meant to want my hand on a lover’s skin, the
weight of 2 lover’s body against mine. A bone long fractured, now
mending.

1 turn my pockets and heart inside out, set the stones—
quartz, obsidian, shale, agate, scoria, granite—along the scoured
top of the wall 1 once lived behind, the wail I still use for refuge.
They shine in the sun, some translucent to the light, others dense,
solid, opaque. I lean my body into the big unbreakable expanse,
tracing which stones need to melt, which will crack wide, geode to
crystal, and which are content just as they are.

.......

But before I make it too simple, let me teli another story about
coming to queer community, queer identity. Five or six years after [
came out, | fived in Qakland, California, stiil learning the habits
and manners of urban dykes. I remember a weekend when 20 of us,
mostly dykes, helped move a friend from north Oakland to west
Berkeley. The aparement filled with laughrter as we carried endless
boxes to the moving van, flexed our muscles over the couch, teased
the lovers who sneaked a kiss in the empty closer. That mix of
friends, lovers, and ex-lovers, butch dykes, fernme dykes, androgy-
nous dykes: we elbowed and jostled and gossiped. Leshe and
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hauled a table to the van. On our way back, she off-handedly said
how she was glad to be wearing her stecl-toed boots, but that her
feet were beginning to hurt. I wanted to get to know Leslie better.
She was butch and knew it. I liked watching her from across the
room, feeling something less than attraction but more than curios-
ity. I hadn’t yet named myself butch but knew T had much in com-
mon with Leslie’s buechness, So when she mentioned her steel-toed
boots, I asked where she worked, assuming she'd have a story about
forklifts or hi-fos, 2 warehouse, bailer, mill, factory, or mine. [
thought about the summer I was 15 working in the woods. I was
the only girl who started the summer with work boots already bro-
ken in. The other girls envied me for weeks as they nursed their
blistered feet. Leshie said, “1 just bought them as a fashion state-
ment.” 1 felt as if I'd been exposed as a hick yet again, caught as-
suming she was someone I might have grown up with. A fashion
statement, What did I have in common with Lesfie? I felt the stones
in my heart grind deep.

Today, more than a decade after watching Leslie from across
the room, I have settled into a certain butch identity, Often I don't
feel drawn to the urban markers of being butch—the leather jacket,
the steel~toed boots, the black-on-black look, the arc of chain from
wallet to belt loop—but I do understand how certain clothes make
me feel inside my body I learned to dress by watching the log-
gers and fishermen I grew up around, learned to fove T-shirts and
torn jeans, dusty work boots and faded flannel shirts from them.
The girls with whom I went to school also wore their share of
flannel and denim, but when it came time to learn how to dress
like “women,” they turned to Vague and Glamour: To emulate the
dress of their working-class mothers was somehow shameful. They
wanted their lessons to come from the middle- and upper-class
beauty mags. The boys on the other hand never thought to dress
like anyone except the working-class men around them. For me,
Vogue and Glamour held none of the appeal that Walt Maya did,
dressed in his checked shirt, cowboy boots, and wide-brimmed hat,
{ joined the boys in their emulation.

B
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T knew carly on the feel of boots and denim, knew I would never
fearn to walk in a skirt, | loved how my body felt as T swung an ax,
how my mind felr as I worked through the last and hardest algebra
problem in Mr. Johnson's advanced math class, the most elusive
metaphor in Mr. Beckman's poetry class. I knew | never wanted a
child or a husband. 1 knew these things but could never have put
words to them, knew them in spite of all that stole me away from
my body:

How did | “know™ | never wanted a hushand, would never fearn
to watk in a skirt? What does it mean when [ write that T “felt” like
neither a girl nor a boy? The words énow and fee/ are slippery in
their vagueness, I pull out an old photo of myself from the night of
my high school graduation. I stand outside on our front deck; be-
hind me are the deep greens of western Oregon in May: 1 wear a
white dress, flowers embroidered on the front panel, the plainest,
simplest dress my mother would let me buy. 1 jook painfully un-
comfortable, as if | have no idea what to do with my body, hands
clasped awkwardly behind me, shoulders caved inward, immobi-
lized, almost fearfid beneath my smile. I am in clumsy, unconsent-
ing drag. This is one of the last times I wore a dress. This is my
body’s definition of krow and feel,

And yet those things I knew and felt were also deeply shaped
and colored by the rural, white, working-class cufrure of Port Or
ford. They were cradled not so much by an unconscious baby butch
sensibifity, but in 2 working-class town where at weddings and fur
nerals everyone looked as if they had been stuffed into their dress
clothes. They were nurtured in the small town hardware store and
tamberyard, where, even though George always asked if 1 could
handle the so-pound bags of cement, I was Bob’s eccentric, “hand-
icapped” kid and was never told to stop. They were underlined by
my parents’ desperate upward scramble toward the middle class
and their corresponding passion for formal education. They were
molded by the common knowledge that most of the girls in town
would carch their lives on too many kids, most of the boys on alco-
hol and guns, and only a few of us would leave the county for good.
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The stolen body, the reclaimed body, the body that knows itself and
the world, the stone and rhe hear that warms it my body has never
been singular. Disability snarls into gender. Class wraps around race.
Sexuality strains against abuse. This is how to reach beneath the skin.

Friday nights I go ro the local queer bar, nurse a single Corona,
hang out with my dyke friends. Mostly 1 go to watch one of the
wait staff, a woman with long brown hair, sharp nose, and ready
smile. She flires with everyone, moving table to table, making eye
contact, hunkering down to have a quict word or laugh amidst the
noise. She flirts with me too, catching me in her wide smile, appre-
ciative gaze. I am under no Hlusion: this is simply how she works
her job. But after a lifetime of numbness { adore her attention,
adore tipping back my chair, spreading my legs wide, and watching
her from across the room.

'want to take the stone between my tremoring hands——trembling
with CF, with desire, with the last remnants of fear, trembling because
this is how my body moves—and warm it gende, but not, as | have al-
ways done before, ride roughshod over it. T want to enter as a not-girl-
not-boy transgender butch——gendered differently than when 1 first
came out, thinking simply, “Th/s is how I'll be a woman,” never imag-
ining there might be a day when the word weman was too small;
differently from the tomboy who wanted to be a hermit; but still
connected to hoth, Enter with my pockets and heart half-fulf of
stone. Enter knowing that the muscled grip of desire is a wild, half-
grown horse, ready to bolt but too curious to stay away.

In the end, I will sit on the wide, flat top of my wall, legs dan-
gling over those big, uncrackable stones, weathered smooth and
clean. Sit with butch women, femme dykes, nellic men, studly fags,
radical faeries, drag queens and kings, transssexual people who
want nothing more than to be women and men, intersex people,
transgender people, pangendered, bigendered, polygendered, un-
gendered, androgynous people of many varieties and trade stories
long into the night. Laugh and cry and tell stories. Sad stories about
bodies stolen, bodies no Jonger here. Enraging stories about false

lig....
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images, devastating lies, untold violence. Bold, brash storics about
reclaiming our bodies and changing the world.
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afterword to the
2009 edition

by dean spade

TEN YEARS AGO ELI CLARE SHARED HiS ORSERVATIONS OF THE STONEWALL
25 event in New York City. The event was hailed as a defining
moment for queer identities and politics of the 1990s, and to Eli
it revealed disturbing trends of consumerism, inaccessibility, and
a narrowed agenda in lesbian and gay politics, EH laid out a vision
of what we might work to see unfold by the sothranniversary
of Stonewall, His vision centered on economic justice, wealth
redistribution, universal access to healthcare and education, and
a new leadership paradigm for queer and trans rights struggles that
would center groups marginalized by multiple vectors of oppression.
Today, as Exile and Pride is reissued as a South End Press Classics
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edition, goth-anniversary celebrations of the Stonewall uprising are
kicking off around the country. Where are we on the path to the
vision Eli boldly proclaimed for those soth-anniversary celebrations
that are now only a decade away? What might the pages of Exile and
Pride hold for us as we strategize about building the kind of queer
and trans resistance, and the kind of world, thar Eli envisioned?
Today, the divides that Eli discussed 1o years ago are more
apparent than ever. A gay rights agenda focused on formal legal
equality—specifically access to marriage for same-sex couples, in-
clusion in wmilitary service, and inclusion in anti-discrimination
and hate crimes laws—remain the narrow focus of the most visible
and well-resourced lesbian and gay (now often going by the name
“LGHT”) political formations. Radical queer and trans resistance
to the limitations of this agenda continues. Queer and trans activ-
ists have thoroughly critiqued the goal of marriage inclusion, argu-
ing that queer people should be fighting to abolish an institution
that privileges certain family forms and sexual arrangements and
refuses to recognize others. Queer and trans people of color and
poor people have consistently articulated the limited value of mar-
riage inclusion for communities who do not have private property
or employment benefits to share, and whose families are targeted
for dissolution by child welfare systems regardless of marital sta-
tus, Feminists and communities of color have pointed out the long
histories of marriage as a structural tool of patriarchy, racism, and
colonialism. Queer immigrants have refuted the logic that same-
sex marriage will help queer people immigrate, exposing the clear
limications of a pathway that requires a partner who is a US citi-
zen; much more urgent, in their view, are meaningful interventions
into immigration policy that would reach all immigrants. Radical
queer and trans people have charged the disproportionately white,
professionally-led, well-resourced lesbian and gay rights organiza-
tions with creating an agenda that fails vo deliver any meaningful
redistribution of life chances to the queer people most vulnera-
ble to the worst homophobic and transphobic violence; instead,
they're trading our radically-rooted struggle for a restoration of
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white privilege and class privilege for the small minority of elite
gay men and lesbians,

These activists have consistently echoed Eli’s vision of
Stonewall s0. They have asked, what if instead of fighting for
anti~discrimination laws that we know are not enforced and do
not reach the most vulnerable workers, we fight for guaranteed
income for all and an end to poverty and wealth? What if instead
of fighting on behalf of the shrinking number of people who have
jobs with health benefits to be able to share them with spouses,
we fight for universal health care? What if instead of fighting
for family recognition for lesbian and gay parents through mar-
riage, we fight to end the racist, classist, ableist, homophobic,
and transphobic child welfare and family law systems that tear so
many families and communities apart? What if instead of fight-
ing to add our identities to hate crimes laws that do not prevent
violence against us but do add punishment to those who harm
us, we fight to end the criminal punishment system that targets
queer and trans people and subjects us to extreme violence? Many
of these activists have used Stonewall and the Compton’s Caf-
eteria Riot as emblems of a queer and trans politics that resists
police brutality, and that centers the needs and concerns of poor
people, people of color, trans people, people with disabilities, im-
migrants, and criminalized people.

In the wake of Proposition 8, and the new same-sex marriage
landscape emerging with states like Towa and Maine now allowing
gay and lesbian marriages, the divisions underlying the divergent
strategies of the last decades are increasingly blatant. The ddvocate’s
November 2008 cover, which proclaimed “Gay ls the New Black,”
sent waves of anger across queer and trans communities. White
gay and lesbian public figures blamed voters of color in Cafifornia
for Proposition 8's passage, exploiting an analogy between racism
and homophobia that erases the existence and political struggles of
queer and trans people of color and participates in the racist my-
thology that white supremacy is a thing of the past in the US, The
long-term limitations of single-issue white gay and lesbian politics
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have never been clearer to see, yet the consolidation of messaging
and the resource differential between political formations sup-
ported by wealthy gay and lesbian people and the radical resistance
of marginalized queer and trans communities make the existence
of anti-racist, anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist, anti-ableist poli-
tics an unknown in the national debates emerging around “Gay
Americans.”

In this context, the contribution of Exile and Pride is perhaps
mor¢ valuable, and more urgently needed, than ever. The most
general characterization of what El's analysis offers might be that
it demands complexity and an account of the multi-vector and
contingent natures of oppressions, identities, and struggles. More
specifically, § want to outline a few of the critical engagements
Exile and Pride offers thar are especiafly useful tools for the current
moment,

First, Eli provides a vivid critique of progress narratives, both
spatially and temporally. He disrupts the binary of ruralfurban
that assigns to rural backwardness, homophobia, violence, and ig-
norance while assigning to urban sophistication, liberation, toler
ance, and greater safety for outsiders. He troubles the notion that
queer and trans people find ourselves and liberate ourselves in the
city, leaving behind rural setrings thar offer us nothing, Instead, he
paints the rich and complex dynamics of sexual and gender out
sider statuses in rural communities and shares the complex grief
and longing for rural ways that he faces as he mixes with urban
queer people who dismiss and simplify rural life. Through a careful
analysis of the class, gender, and ability dynamics that shaped his
own rural context, he exposes the inaccuracy of the societal narra-
tive of urban queer liberation and wholeness, requiring the reader
to wrestle with the complexities erased by the commonly oversim-
plified vision of rural life.

His rejection of historical progress sarratives is visible in his
discussion of the move from a societal relationship to disability
focused in gawking for enterrainment to one focused in medical
scrutiny and verification. He dares to ask whether this shift, often



afterword ro the 2009 edition

considered a sign of progress by nondisabled people, is truly an
uncomplicated improvement. Are things really better than they
were before? He cites the imprisonment, abuse, and neglect faced
by people with disabilities at the hands of medical professionals,
and notes the varying degrees of independence that work in freak
shows allowed some people with disabilities. His examination of
the racist, imperialist, sexist, and ableist context of the freak shows
does not allow the reader to rest easy that the decline of freak
shows and the expansion of medical authority over the cultural
meaning of and the lives of people with disabilities is an improve-
ment. Bl critiques of progress narratives that are so central to US
American liberalism and that allow for a comfortable erasure of
the deep, persistent, founding logics of white heteropatriarchy
that constiture US nationhood are particularly instructive in this
historical moment. As people across the United States declare the
2008 clection of President Barack Obama evidence of the end of
racism, and the spread of a limited legal “equality” framework for
gay and lesbian people as a sign of US moral superiority that justi-
fies war-making against supposedly “backward, fundamentalist”
Muslim people, we must sharpen our critical rools against such
narratives. Eli's beautiful and compelling storytelling not only ex-
poses erased histories and terrains, but also advances a critical lens
for examining narratives of progress that produce and reproduce
oppression.

Exile and Pride also directs our attention to the complexi-
ties of horizontal and internal oppression dynamics, demanding a
searching analysis of political work and interpersonal interactions
in resistant communities. The book offers this analysis both ar the
level of personal/political identity and at the level of movement
strategy, carefully tracing the interwoven nature of the two. Elf’s
examination of how dynamics of oppression impact our relation-
ships—to ourselves, to those we share community with, and to the
structures and governance of political movement organizations
and activities—continues to offer urgently needed insight. Today's
organizers find ourselves facing a complicated political terrain
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marked by the cooptation and professionalization of various so-
cial justice projects. We witness disturbing trends related to non-
profitization/ngo-ization whese leadership often rests in the hands
of people with graduate degrees or philanthropists whe make deci-
sions about strategy and direction for organizations while people
directly impacted by the oppression these same organizations
purport to fight are consigned to the role of “client,” “consumer,”
“participant,” or “patient.” Race, gender, class, and ability hier
archies are disturbingly reflected in the pay scales and decision-
making structures of many organizations, with white, able-bodied,
non-trans men {and less frequently, non-trans women) operating
as well-paid executive directors and CEOs while people of color,
people with disabilities, trans people, and people without formal
education typically occupy low-paid outreach or reception jobs—
er can't get in the door at all. Many have argued that the move
from membership organization-centered, mass-based social move-
ment structures to corporate- and philanthropy-funded, non-profit
professional organizations has shifted the demands of the work
toward liberal reform goals and contained the radical potential of
resistance in the US, El's critiques of such dynamics, and his call
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for progressive solutions provide an inspiring vision for alternative
trajectories. His descriptions of ADAPTs work and of the kinds of
relationship-based networks of rural queer resistance he witnessed
ring with the strategies that are emerging in radical organizations
today to create accountabie social movement infrastruceure, Eli
calls for leadership centered in directly impacted communities, for
community events that are accessible to and accountable to those
community members with the least resources, and for engagement
with direct action—making power and taking power, His vision
for self-reflective, intersectional analysis at all stages of community
mobilization connects to a line of analysis and practice that contin-
aes today in the work of organizations like the Audre Lorde Proj-
ect, Southerners on New Ground, Critical Resistance, the Sylvia
Rivera Law Project, FIERCE!, Rights for Imprisoned People with
Psychiatric Disabilities, INCITE! Women of Color Against Vio-
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lence, and many others. The complexity he demands and models
in his analysis is a reflection of historicai and contemporary radical
resistance that refuses to abandon the most vulnerable people in
trade for various forms of recognition and inclusion, a lesson whose
learning is desperately needed by the most visible strains of gay and
lesbian politics.

It is rare to find a text that is both beautiful to read and pro-
vides such powerful analytical tools, polirical demands, and even
detailed measures for success while refusing to sacrifice the com-
plexities of identity and political action. This book defies catego-
rization, exposes the violence of categories, and builds countless
bridges between struggles that have been siloed to their own detri-
ment. If we take Eli’s invitation to consider the fiftieth anniversary
of Stonewall scriously, and if we ask ourselves what it might take to
build our resistance so that in ten years time we might see a broad
gender, economic, and racial justice movement that centers the
leadership and issues of people with disabilities, queer and trans
people, immigrants, and criminalized people, this book must be
part of the toolkit we use to build the relationships, seructures and
visions necessary for that moment to arrive.

—May 2000

3l B






notes

THE MOUNTAIN

1 Quoted in David Hevey, The Creatures Time Forgot: Photography and Dis-
abifity Imagery (.ondon: Routledge, 1992), 9.

2 thid, 0.

3 Marta Russell, Beyond Ramps (Mosroe, ME: Cammon Courage Press,
1998), 96-108.

4 Dick Sohsey, Vioknce and Abuse in the Lives of People with Disabilities (Bal-
timore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing, 1994), 68.

5 Joseph Shapiro, Ne Pity: Peoplewith Disabilities Forging 2 New Civil Rights
Movement (New York: Times Books, 1994), 27-28,

CLEARCUT: EXPLAINING THE DISTANCE
v Bill Devall, ed., Clearcut: The Tragedy of Industrial Forestry (San Fran-

cisco: Sierrea Club Books and Earth Istand Press, 1994).
2 Ibid, 106.

3 Logger's slang for butldozer:

73



endnotes

¢ Dave Foreman, Ecodefense: A Feld Guide to Monkeywrenching (Tucson:
Ned Ludd Books, 198s).

L.OSING HOME

1 Elliort, “Whenever | Telt You che Language We Use Is a Class Issue,
You Nod Your Head in Agreemenr—And Then You Open Your
Mouth” in Ouwt of the Class Closet: Lesbians Speak, ed. Julia Penelope
{Freedom, CA: Crossing Press, 1904}, 277.

2 Ibid,, 298.

3 Ibid, 280.

4 Suzanne Pharr, “Rural Organizing: Beilding Community Across Dif-
ference,” Sojarrner: The Womens Forum 19.10 (1994): 14.

CLEARCUT: BRUTES AND BUMPER STICKERS
t Forest Action Network, “Violent Attack on Activists in British Co-
turbia,” Earth First! Journal, 14.5 (1994} 28.

CLEARCUT!: END OF THE LINE
1 Legally logs cut from private and state fands can be exported, but logs
cut from federal lands cannot be.

CASINO: AN EPILOGUE

1 For more information on social ecology, deep ccology, and the ten-
stors berween them, see Steve Chase, ed. Defending the Earth: A Dia-
logue Between Murray Bookebin and Dave Foreman (Boston: South End
Press, 1991). For an excellent analysis of class, snion organizing, and
radical environmental activism, see Judi Bari, Toméber Wars {(Monroe,
ME: Common Courage Press, rou4).

2 Kathie Durbin, Tree Huggers: Victory, Defeat, and Renewal in the North-
west Ancient Forest Campaign (Seattle: The Mountaineers, 1996), 184.

FREAKS AND QUEERS
3 The word bandicap means to compensate each participant in a con-
test differently in order te equalize the chances of winning and drives

from a lotrery game called “hand in cap,” in which players held for



0o
11

12

13

74

15

endnotes

feirs in a cap. In spite of chis derivation, the word play “cap in hand”
resonates ironically with the ways in which disabled people have sur
vived as beggars,

Nancy Mairs, Plaintext (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1986, ¢.
Ibid., ro.

Freak actually is used by a number of marginalized peoples: hippies,
drug users, and g/t people, as well as disabled people.

Pervert is sometimes used by queer people in leather and s/m com-
munities who feel marginalized within the larger queer culture. The
point here isn't that pervert? and retard are never spoken with affection
or pride but that they haven’t been embraced and used to construct
both individual and communal identities.

Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Extrasrdinary Bodies: Figuring Physi-
cal Disability in American Cufture and Literature (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1997), 62-63.

Robere Bogdan, Freak Sbow: Presenting Human Oddities for Amusement
and Profit {Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988}, 136.

Quoted in Lori Merish, “Cuteness and Commaodity Aesthetics: Tom
Thumb and Shitley Temple” in Freabery: Cultural Spectacies of the Fx-
traordinary Body, ed. Rosemarie Garland Thompson (New York: New
York University Press, 19960), 190,

Bogdan, Freak Show, 208.

Quoted in Shapiro, No Pity, 50.

Joanna Kadi, Thinking Class: Sketches from a Cultural Worker (Boston:
South End Press, 1996), 103.

Yor instance, before the end of slavery, enslaved children boen dis-
abled were often sold to showmen, sometimes for large sums of
money Conjoined twins Millie and Christina McCoy, bora into slav-
ery in 1852, brought their enslaver $30,000.

Quoted in Beruth Lindfors, “Circus Africans,” Journal of American
Culture 6.2 {1983): 0.

Quoted in Nigel Rothfels, “Aztecs, Aborigines, and Ape-People: Sci-
ence and Freaks in Germany, 1850-1900” int Freakery, 158,

Michael Oliver, The Politics of Ddisablement (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1990}, 48.

;’:}s._.-



'l“()

endnates

16 Bogdan, Freak Show, 230.

17 Christopher Vaughan, “Ogling Igorots” in Freakery, 222,

18 This year-long celebration, marking the sooth-year anniversary of
Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the Americas, focused on people
of color’s ongoing resistance to racism, imperialism, and genacide,

190 The Couple in the Cage: A Guatinaui Odyssey, prod. and dir. Coco Fusco
and Paula Heredia, 31 min., sd., col. with b&w sequences, 4 3/4 ¢m
{Chicaga: Authentic Documentary Productions/Video Data Baok,
1993}, videodisc/DVD,

o Quoted in Bogdan, Freak Show, 173.

2t Shapiro, Ne Prty, 63-64.

22 Bogdan, Freak Show, 280.

23 Lisa Blumberg, "Public Stripping” in The Ragged Edge: The Disability
Experience from the Pages of the First Fifteen Yoars of The Disability Rag,
cd. Barrett Shaw, (Louisville: Avocado Press, 1994), 7377,

24 Lisa Blumberg, “Public Stripping Revisited,” The Disabifity Rag 173
(r9g6): 1821

25 Dosis Bairley and Victoria Ann Lewis, P X *reaks: The Hidden History of
Peaple with Disabilities from Beyond Victims and Villians, ed. Vicroria Ann
Lewis {(New York: Theatre Communications Group, 2006}, 78-79.

26 Disability Rights Nation, “Neardy Half of Us Don’t Know About the
ADA, Says New Harris Poll,” Ragged Fdge 19.5 (1098): 5.

27 Shapiro, Ne Pity, 28.

28 ADAPT (American Disabled for Attendant Programs Today) can be
reached at 1640 E. Second St., Suite 100, Austin, TX 78702, Tele-
phone: {§12) 44270252, wwwaadapt.org | adapt@adapt.org,

26  Not Dead Yer can be reached at 494 State St., Rochester, NY
146081642, Contact: Diane Coleman, relephone: (585) 697-1640.
www notdeadyet.org ! ndycoleman@aol.com.

30 Shapiro, No Pity, 66—0.

READING ACROSS THE GRAIN

T

2

“We Wish We Wouldn't See...,” The Disability Rag 13.5 {1992): 46.
Szm Maddox and Christopher Voelker {photographer), “The Seven
Year Treh,” New Mobility s.55 (i994).



oo B

O oo -t

31
2

13

14
5
16

¥

18

g
20
2

22

23
24

25

endnotes

Hevey, The Creatures Time Forgot, plate .

“Meet Ellen Stohl,” Playboy 34.7 Go&y), 67-74.

Ihid., 68.

Paul Longmere, “The Second Phase: From Disabilicy Righes to Phs~
ability Culture,” The Disability Rag 16.5 (:995), 8-9.

Shapiro, Ne Pity, 143, 208.

1bid., 289321,

Sobsey, Viokence and Abuse, 119-120.

Barbara Faye Waxman, “It’s Time to Politicize Our Sexual Oppres-
sion” in The Ragged Fdge, 83.

Shapiro, Ne Pity, 255256,

ihid., 238.

Kiss and Tell Collective, Her Tongue on My Theory (Vancouver, B.C.:
Press Gang Publishers, 199,43, 80,

Connie Panzarino, The Me in the Mirror (Scattle: Scal Press, 1994, 212,
Shapiro, Ne Pity, 39.

ibid,, 40.

Poor women hear this argument, that they are being irresponsible by
becoming pregnant, all the time. In the case of poor, noadisabled
women the argument leads to the presumption that they are loose
andd promiscuous by nature, For disabled women the argument leads
in a slightly different direction, that the immorality of potentially
reproducing their disabilitics proves they shouldn't be sexual,

Anne Finger, “In Vogue," The Disability Rag 16.4 (996}, 13.

ibid., 33.

Kiss and Telf, Her Tongue, 3.

Anne Finger, “Helen and Frida” in Staring Back: The Disability Ex-
perience from the Inside Out, ed. Kenny Fries (New York: Plume,
1997), 2557263

Cheryl Marie Wade, "A Night Alone,” The Disability Rag13.5 (1992}
36.

Kenny Fries, Anesthesia (Louisvilie: Avocado Press, 1996}, 1o

Joan E. Biren, Making ¢ Weay: Lesbtans Out Fromt (Washington, DC:
Glad Hag Books, 1987), plate 20.

Baizley and Lewis, P H.*reaks, 4548,

i

e Y



endnotes

26
27
28

20

o

Biren, Making o Wizy, plate 20,

Waxman, “It's Time ro Politicize...” in The Ragged Edge, 84.

Lucy Gwin, “Auschwicz on Sesame Street” in The Ragged Edge, 178~
185.

Lucy Gwin and Lydia Gans (photographer), “Ed Roberts; We're Talk
ing About Inclusion Here,” New Mobelity 5.15 {19901 43.

Shapiro, No Pity, 45.

STONES IN MY POCKETS, STONES IN MY HEART

i

Riki Anne Wilchins, Read My Lips (Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books,
973, 18,

1 now recognize the disturbing irony of this, given the ways in which
my father was sexually abusing me,



index

ableism, 3, 7, 107, 141, 152, 167; and lan-
guage, 83. see alio freak show

abuse, 10, 35730, 44 146, 147, 1497150,
155-156. see abso childhoad; gender

access. see disabled people

activism. e disabilivy rights movement;
environmentalism; queer

ADAPT (American Disabled for Atren-
dant Programs Today), see attendant
services; disability rights movement

African Americans, 89, 9506, 98, 99. e
alsn freak show; marginalized people

ATDS: prevention programs, 43

Americans with Disabitities Act {ADA),
106, 140

androgyny, 148, 149, 141, 142, 154-155, 156.
see alss gender

ananymity, 35, 36, 64

LAY

assimilation, 1, 116, 113, 141, 153. see wlso
passing

attendant services, 1, 105, 140, 170

backpacking, 21, 27

Barnum, BT, 88, 8o

binary, gender, 148n

Bisexnality see queer

bitterness, §, 25-27

Black ewil rights movement, 106

body: construction of Other, 86; desire
mends wounds, 156; gender construe
tion, 130; a5 home, 10-13; and ideatity,
143 masculine markers, 132; medical-
ization, 127; and nature, 145; pescep-
tion of, 152-143; plaral nature of o,

1gon pride and pleasure, 153160;



1Bo

index

Loy {eontimmed)
and queerness, 10; relatioaship to im-
ages, Lz resistance to “perfection,”
153 and sexuality, 130 shame, 131; sto-

ten, 12-13; whiteness, 10

capitalism, 62~63; and envirenmental is-
sues, 72; and freak shows, 91, 94; and
resources, 68, we alio clearcutting
timber industry

Centers for independent Living (CIL).
see independent living; Roberts, Ed

cerchrat palsy (CP), 2, 7, 122; and hitter
ness, §; desire for cure, 8%, job hunt,
1637, see afse disability

childhood, zo-21; sbuse, 3536, hiding
<isabilitics, 108; needs ignored, 107~
1o%; outcast of class, 108

Christianity, 68, o3

class, 36—37; change in, 46; CP and job
hunt, 36—17; and exife, 313, 46—49; o
cation, 40; mixed- 42; privilege, 167;
strscture: ancd environmental issues,
72; and queer identity, 4243 and up-
ward mobifity, 319—40. see alis Porr
Orford, Orepon; working class

clearcurting, 22-23; Clearcut: The Tragedy
af Industrial Forestry, 18; complicity, 71;
damage caused by, 1819, 27-28; of
feers on salman habirat, 24-2¢; and
history of white people in North
America, 28; by Russians, 73. see afro
logging: Port Orford, Oregon; timber
industry

Clinton, Bill, 13

cognitive disability, 9496

college, 31132, 41, 154

coming out, 3132, 4§, 1947155, 159, see
«fse queer

complicity, 5455, 62. see afso capitalism;
clearcutting

consumerism: and environmental de-
struction, 62; and queet identity, 43

Coguelle Indian Tribe, 1416

“The Couple in the Cage.” see Fusco,
Coco; Gomez-Peia, Guillermo

CH see cerehal palsy

criminatized people, 167, 11

crip: art forms, 1377 bumor, 82, 83

Cuvier, Baron Georges. see “missing link”

theory

Pavis, Hiram and Barney, 87, 94

desire: and gender, 150160

differently abled, physically challenged.
se¢ naming

disability. see ableismy, childhood; disabil-
ity rights movement; disabied; disabled
people; freak show; medicalization;
oppression; queer; Stohl, Filen

disability rights movement: ADAPE, 105;
and disabilicy culture, 106; equal rdghes
and access, 122-123; goals of, 123; Not
Dead Yet, 105; Physically Disabled Sty
dents Program (PDISP), 139; and revi-
sior: of previous position on cure, 1230;
Rolling Quads, 139-140; and sexuality,
141. see afvo legistation; Roberts, Ed

disabled, 83; uses of word, §1—82

disabled people, 67 access for, 3, 4, 105,



122-123; and asexuality, 134, 138; desire
for normality, 150; disability culture,
106; exploitation by P T Baroum,
gz false labels, 12z; forced sterilize
tion of, 113 gender construction, 1304
Helen Keller and Frida Kahlo, 135
history: claiming of, 107, 133-134; im-
ages of, 271, 120, 129; infantilization,
125126, “Jerry’s kids,” 126; life with
parents, t40; and objectification,
1zy; aptions for work in mid-180os:
abuse, or life “behind closed doors,” 9,
parental choice: criticism of, no—ip;
pride and flaunting disabificy, 107, 1104
and pubdic stripping, 103~104; rights
and benefits: masical, parental, 125-126;
self-definition of, 106-107; sexuality
of, 130, ¥35; and sexval objectifica
tigh, 128129, 315 simplification by
feminists, 132; snemployment, 102,
104-10%; use of word freat, 110; vol-
untary sterifization encouraged, 138.
see alsy independent fiving; medicaliza-
tion; Roberts, Ed
displacement, 46-49. sve afe exile

dyke identity, 32, 1547153 See 2l queer

Earth First! Journal, 52, 720

education, 3132, 106, 107

Eik River, 17, 19, 55, 7374

emotional abuse. see abuse

Endangered Species Act, 53, 72

environment: destruction of, 27, 54, 63,
67; preservation movernent: fathures of,

72, see almp clearcutting; pollution

index

eavitonmentalism, §5-96, 61, 62; activism,
21—22, 26, H6-67, 72, TAB

exile: and abuse, 36, and body, 153; and class,
¥ Iandscape of, 33 and queerness, 3

family, 33734, 39; parents: both teachers,
11, 5758 violence, 1o~11, 144

FAN. see Forest Action Network

father, 144, 147; abuse by, 35736, s oo
family

fernininity. see gender

ferninism, 132-133, 153, see aleo Stohi, Effen

fishing industry, 29; and over-fishing, 25,
see afio salmon

forced sterilization, 133

forest, 9, 29, §3, 62, 67, 73; andmal habitat,
23; coosystem, 23, §6; national park land,
28; and northern spotted owl, 53 old
groweh, 23; protection of, 51, 5556, 63~
64, 68, 71-74. se¢ also US Forest Service

Forest Action Nerwork (FANY, 53, 709-uz

Forest Summit (Portiand), 9, 73

freak, 83, 84, 85, 9596, 103, 1to—112, 115-18;
doctors' testimony on handbills, 97-0%;
gawking, 11o-ni; freak show 8s-toy;
Johnson, William, 88; normality as able-
bodiedness and whireness, 91; not as
victim, 8889, 90, 95-96; as Other: con-
flation of differences, 86-8y; photos,
56; pride and flaunting disability, 11e;
Strateon, Chardes, 8%; use of word, 84

freakdom. see freak

freak show, 85103, 136, 160; and ableism and
racism, 86, 89, 94, 96, 98, 9y, 111; audi-
ence, 5592, 68; bossAworker relatonship,

18—



182

index

freak show (continned
a1, g4; cognitively disabled, 95; col
lusion between workers and owners,
9o; decline of, 99; forced importa-
tion of people 8¢; interplay of impe-
rialism, domestic racist politics, and
white supremacy; 99; manager: dual
role of showman and legal guardian,
g5 and “missing link” theory gs;
race, 98-99; selling of human beings,
94; use of performance and ferional
histories, 86; voyeurism, ¢8. see also
freak; marginalized people

frontier myth, 22

Fusco, Coco, 100

gay men. see queer; Stonewali Rebellion

gender, 130, 143-158; and abuse, 126; am-
biguity, 147, 152; butchness, 10-12, 134,
152, 155-160; construction, 152, 159—
160; femininity, 144, 1467 idontity, 155
masculinity, 147148, 150152 see also
intersex people; queer; transgender/
transsexual

gender dysphoria, see transgender/trans-
sexual

gender ideatity disorder. see transgender/
transsexual

Georgia-Pacific. see timber industry

gienp, 82, B4

Gomer-Tefa, Guillermo, 100

handicapped, 81. see alre ableismy, disability

hate crimes: monitoring of, 43

health care, 38, 34, 84, 123, 165, 167

helplessness, o

home: and abuse, 36; lindscape of, 29; keaving,
3349, 38-10; maintaining alfegiance, 30;
Port Greford, Oregon, 1819; and queer
ness, 3133, 35. see 2l hody; exile

homesickness, 20

homephabia, 34715, 55, 149, 165, 167

homosexuality. see queer

identity: of disabked people, 106-107; maze
of, 33—40; and pride, 107

“1gorot Village,” 98

imrgrants, 167, 171

impairment: definition, &

imperialism, 75, 8889, 94, 99

incest. see abuse

independent living, 9, 105, 120, 123, 125,
1319543

internatized oppression, 9, 84, 106, 169,
116. see alvo oppression

isolation, 35, 44, 107, 110, 112708

intersex people, 113, 127, 149, 159, see alo

gender; queer

“ferry's kids.” see disabled people; Mus-
cular Dyserophy Association (MEA)
Johnson, Witliam, 8188, ¢2

Kadi, Joanna, see Kadi, Joe
Kadi, Joe, 92, 94, 175018
Kiss and Tell Collective, 129, 135



land, 74

language, 53, B3, §4; claiming uply words,
104; of Forest Action Network (FAN3,
199—112; and pride and resiseance, 112;
of timber management, 27, 75 see alto
naming

fegislation. s Americans with Disabilicies
Act (ADA); Rehabilitation Act

feshians, 31, 1.4 representations by men, 135;
viglence faced by, 45; writers’ conference
(New York City), 4142, s alo queer

LGBT. see queer

liberation, 13, 106, 149. se¢ afso queer

loggers, 57, 58; analysis of violence by For-
est Action Network (FAND, ¢3; easy
symbols, 63; economic situastion, 61,
64; representations by activists, §2;
and timber industry, §2; and unions, 8

logging, 1819, 64-66; dangers of, 58; dy-
ing towns, z2. jee alw timber industry

loneliness, 19

lumber, $4745, 65, see afte sawmills

marginalized people, 106, 165166, 6%
definition of disability, 6; horizontal
hostifity, 108; and metaphor of moun-
tain, -3; queer and trans, 168; rural gays
and lesbians, 44; words claimed and re-
jected by, 848

mmarriage, 166167, see also disability rights
mavement; queer

masculinity see gender

Medicaid {851, 125127, 140

Medicaid Community Artendant Services
Act IMICASA). we attendant services

index

medicalization, 9697, 126, 63100, and
disability rights mavement, 105 and freak
show, 99, 1or10% medical mode! of dis-
ability, ofr-g7, 122

Mencap, 120, 124, 126

Mili Resort and Casino, 7476

“missing link” theory (Cuvier and Voge), 95

Mount Adams, 37, 910

moyntain-climbing, & weale Mount Adams

Muscular Dystrophy Association IMDA):

telethon, 123, 124

raming, 81-85; cripple {erip, 8y differendy
abled, physically challenged, 83, 84
disabied, 818z freak, §3; gimp, 34
handicapped, 8y and  marginatized
peapie, 8485, o3; pervert: and BDSM
communitics, Ssn; pride and power
from, 10g; queer: and truth efword for
author, 83-84; and reality, B3 retard:
bruising effects of word, 82-83; some
words embraced, some rejecred, 83, 93,
109 temporarily able-bodied, 82; use
by paliticized disabled people, 84

Native Amcricans, 68, 74~75. see alio mar-
ginalized people

neglect, 145146, 149, we 2l abuse

NewMobility, 119, 121,124, 1337134, 137, 138,
14t

nursing homes, rag~io6, 127128, 140, 141

objectification, 124, 126-133, 137
old growth forest, 18, 2324, 28, 51, 55756,
Ga—Gig, 6668, 71, 73

83



index

Cliver, Michael, 6, §

Olyeopic Peninsula, 27

QPPCSSIon, 3, 91, 106, 10G. we e inter
nolized oppression

“Option 9," 73

Oregon, 18-19. seeadse Pory Orford, Oregon

orthopedic shoes, 4

owis, §1753, §4. 6869, 71

paper, 22, 25, 54, 38, 02, 66

passing, 107109, 117, 155. 522 @l assimilation

Peace Camp, 44-46

personal attendant. see attendany services

pervert, 8sn

Phurr, Suzanme, 46

B H *reaks: The Hidden History of People
with Edisabilities, voq

physical abuse. see abuse

physical activities: act of writing: difficul-
ties and limitations, 75 backpacking,
a7 and frustration, 8 ronmng, 17 tree
climbing, 20; walking, 7-8

Physically Disabled Srudents Program
(PSP, see disability rights movement;
Roberts, Ed

pink triangle, 3, ti3-ng

pity, 3,677

Playbey. 1207121, 124, 137, 1337135, 137, 143

peems, 14, 78, 136

politics: advice for activists, 67: and en-
vironmene, 2122 ind coviconmental
activism, 66-67; and freak show, 9o
and language, Bg; myth of renewsble

resources, 224 on national level, 00; and

timber corporations, 22, geali activisay,
disability righs movement; queer

pollution, 24-25. sec oo environment

pornography, 321, 129, 132135, 1378, 149,
e also ferminism

Pare Orford, Oregon, 158; backwoods, 11—
12, 44; and class location, 38—40; and
clearcutting, 18-19; community famil-
farity, 6.4; as dying logging and fishing
wown, 64-6%; Elk. River, 65; racism, 64;
scarcity of jobs, 3637, 64; and welfare,
65; and westward conquest of U8, 68;
white working-class culture, 38

poverty, 13, i6y

powet, Pro— 11y structeral: racism, patri-
archy, capitalism, and gender, 150

pride, 303, 116~y and identity, o7, uy
and language, 112; and resistance, 12, 107;
rransformation of selfhatred wo, 10y

prison-industrial corplex, 12, 66, 75, 16g;
movements against, x, 170

privilege, 14n

Proposition 8 (zook), 167

Proposition ¢ (1992), 13

prostitution, 93, 94

public stripping, 103104

queer, 48-49. 84, 109, 149, 135; activism,
155175 2ll sexuat orientations included,
i coming out, 84, ¥y critique of
marriage, 166; and disabled, 114; femi-
nism, 1$%; and gender, 147, 155 identity
andd class, 4143, 48 intersex people,
148; rayth of hibemtion, 168; politics,



16s~171; and Port Orford, 32; relation-
ship te freak, 112, 113; rural dyke com-
wmunity, 48; and Stonewall, 29, 42-43;
symbols, 113, 115; systemic changes
needed, 48; theater in rural areas, 43;
and trans tesistance, 148, 165171 and
truth of word for author, 84; urban
tife, 156134 and urban/rural differ
ences, 45-42; writers' conference: and

class differences, 42, 43; youth, 43, 11

race, 98~g0. see alie freak show; privilege;
racism; whiteness; white supremacy

racism, 167; author’s reatization of white
privilege, 340; and freak show, 89, 91,
95756, 99

rainbow flag, 114115

rape, we abuse

redneck: three definitions, 13

Rehabilitation Act (Scetion 504}, 105106

resistance: use of language, 112

resources, 2z, 62, 6, 68

retard: effects of word, 82-83, 84

Ringling Brothers Circus, 88, 93, 112

Roberts, Ed, 138130, 141

Rolling Quads, see disability rights move-
ment; Roberts, Ed

rubes, B6-87, 9o, 101

rurat organizing, 4346

safety: issues faced by queer people, 48
salmon, 24-25; 65

index

sawmilis, 21, 5458, 63, 67, 745

second growch forest, 18, 20, 2728, 51, 73

SEX Wars, 129, 132. st 2be feminism

sexual abuse. see abuse

Shepard, Mart, 12

Siskivou National Fbres;r, 17, 18, 20m0; 62

Siustaw National Forest, 2324

social change movements, 106

sogial controf, 149150

social ecologists, 72

sterilization. see forced stesilization

Seohl, Elen, 119122, 134, 137 see afso New
Mobility; Playboy

Sronewall Rebellion: 25th anniversary of,
4243; celebrations of, 165-166; and class,
43%; and commercialise, 42-43, struggle of
ACTIVISES, 4

Stratron, Charles, 88, 8g, 111112

supeccrip, 273, 830, 13

sustainable yield, 74

teratology, 9798

“The Couple in the Cage,” 100

timber industry, 2z, 27, §3, 58 62, 63, 75
75 74,78

torture. se¢ abuse

transgenderftranssexual, 18, 112, 132, 147,
1490, 159. see also gender, queer

trees, 62, se¢ also forest; timber industry

unemployment, 102, 1047105, 041,

unions, 27, 58, 67

18—



[ BG

index

urban ife, 29-27, 30743

whan/rural differences, 42

US Forest Service, 63

US history: and Coquelle Indian Tribe,
7475 iperiatism: in Philippines and
North America, o9: land seen as end-
less resource, 68; necessity of change:
in beliefs, policies, and practices, 68;
timber and commodities exploited,

68, and westward conquest, 68, %

Vogt, Carl. see “missing liok” theory

VOYERFIST, 09— 100, 103

Wialdow, Robert, 1o

waltking, 4; rerm “walkie,"y

wellare, 36, 64, 103, 166-167

westward condguest, see US history

Weyerhacusern, 27, §8, 62763, 74, 7576
s¢e alm rimnber corporitions

whiteness, 1oy and privilege, 167, see afso
racismy; privilege

white supremacy, 167, 520

Wise Use Movemens, 72

witnessing, {12, 1y

working class: and collapse of Weyerhacuser,
7516 culture, 12, 1839, 64765, 75, 156~
158; queer people, 43, 46; those left in
Port Orford, 37

World's Fair {1904), 9899

youth. see gueer

Youth Conservation Corps, 23-24



	Contents
	Foreword to the 2015 edition, Aurora Levins Morales
	Preface to the 2009 edition: A challenge to single-issue politics: reflections from a decade later
	A Note about Gender, or Why Is This White Guy Writing about Being a Lesbian?
	The mountain
	Part I. Place
	Clearcut: Explaining the distance
	Losing home
	Clearcut: Brutes and bumper stickers
	Clearcut: End of the line
	Casino: An epilogue

	Part II. Bodies
	Freaks and queers
	Reading across the grain
	Stones in my pockets, stones in my heart

	Acknowledgments to the 1999 edition
	Afterword to the 2009 edition, Dean Spade
	Notes
	Index



