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Abstract

Disability Ecology: Re-Materializing U.S. Fiction from 1890-1940 argues that disability
is the material-semiotic product of an ecological network of human and non-human
actors. As social forms, disability ecologies move across contexts, including the non-
literary and the literary, to structure disability subjectivities, attach meaning to
textualizations of nonnormative embodiments, and produce other effects particular to a
given milieu. The introduction, “Returning to Bodies: Disability, Ecology, and Literary
Disability,” proposes a model of disability that is distinct from extant essentialist and
social models for the equal agentic capacities it grants to nonnormative embodiments and
to cultural actors. Chapter one, “Disability, Subjects, Ecology,” develops the concepts of
disability ecology and its relationship to disability subjectivities, and it argues that the
disability ecologies in literary texts act as heuristics for the examination of the actors that
structure disability subjectivities. Chapter two, “The Spectacular Banality of Literary
Disability,” theorizes how the deployment of disability for egalitarian ends in realist
fiction by William Dean Howells and Charles Chesnutt in fact produces discursive
subjugation. Chapter three, “Biopolitical Aesthetics and the Crip Gesture of Naturalism,”
coordinates analyses of proto-eugenic practices of medical classification that depended
on biopolitical aesthetic criteria and the aesthetic projects of naturalist fiction by Frank

Norris and Edith Wharton that reify subordinating concepts of disability even as they



foreground impairment as a universal condition of human being. Chapter four,
“Disability Kitsch, Literary Inclusionism, and the Crip Art of Aesthetic Failure,” argues

that representations of disability in literary art tend toward kitsch, yet as kitsch such

representations wield an expressive power that marginalizing discourses cannot contain.

Through analyses of texts by Willa Cather and Ernest Hemingway, the chapter further
develops an idea of post-thematic disability aesthetics, meaning the application of

disability themes to experimental literary forms in the absence of representation.
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INTRODUCTION

Returning to Bodies: Disability, Ecology, and Literary Disability

Bodies and works of art are material objects,
and only as such can they be bearers of
meaning; but because they are inherently
semiotic entities, they can never be reduced
to the materiality which is the condition of
their signification.

Terry Eagleton, “Bodies, Artworks,
and Use Values”

Experience is never limited, and it is never
complete; it is an immense sensibility, a
kind of huge spider-web of the finest silken
threads suspended in the chamber of
consciousness, and catching every air-borne
particle in its tissue.

Henry James, “The Art of Fiction”

In 2004 the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals denied the request of Jose Garcia Brisefio, a
death row inmate who has intellectual disabilities, to have his capital sentence overturned.'
Brisefio was sentenced to death in June, 1992, for his role in the murder of Ben Murray, the
Sheriff of Dimmit County, Texas, on January 5, 1991 (Office of the Attorney General of the

State of Texas). Brisefio’s attorneys argued that his sentence should be reduced based upon a

"Tn 2013, Brisefio’s sentence was reduced to life in prison without the chance for parole.
? Between 2001 and 2015, Texas executed 292 death row inmates, averaging just fewer than twenty executions per
year. At the time of this writing in June 2016, Texas has executed six death row inmates, accounting for almost half



then-recent Supreme Court ruling, Atkins v. Virginia (2002), that establishes a protection from
capital punishment for people with intellectual disabilities under the Eighth Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution, commonly referred to as the “cruel and unusual amendment.”

The majority opinion in Atkins references diagnostic criteria commonly used by the
American Association on Mental Retardation (AAMR) and the American Psychiatric
Association as models for determining intellectual disability, but the ruling explicitly reserves for
individual states the right to establish their own diagnostic criteria. Instead of relying on AAMR
and APA criteria, Brisefio achieves its outcomes using vernacular social metrics, not research-
based ones. The majority opinion, written by Justice Cathy Cochran, establishes an idiosyncratic
set of seven criteria, known colloquially as the Brisefio factors, that focuses exclusively on
perceptions of the offender held by his or her family and friends to determine mental health. By
adopting these criteria, Ex Parte Briseiio circumvents the protections granted in Atkins and
establishes a diagnostic precedent grounded in intersubjective opinion for determining an
offender’s degree of intellectual disability and, therefore, fitness for execution. Despite the
Supreme Court reaffirming Atkins in Hall v. Florida (2014), Briseiio has been invoked as
recently as January 2015 to justify the execution of violent offenders with documented
intellectual disabilities.

The open-ended questions that constitute the Brisefio factors generate an ambiguous
interpretive horizon in which intellectual disability appears as the unstable product of
intersubjective deliberation. For example, the criteria includes questions that ask if “family,
friends, teachers, employers, authorities” thought that the offender “was mentally retarded [sic]
at that time [of the offense], and, if so, act[ed] in accordance with that determination” (Court of

Criminal Appeals of Texas). Such questions imply that classification—and the life or death



consequence this specific classification entails—depends on the perception of people who may
have no knowledge of the complex range of intellectual disabilities, who may be unaware or
unable to recognize any perceptible symptoms that may be present, or who may not know that
many forms of intellectual disability are not discernible through casual observation. Given
general concerns about the disproportionate capital sentencing of minority offenders and the
recent use of DNA evidence to exonerate many who have been unfairly convicted —six former
death row inmates were exonerated in the U.S. in 2015 alone (Death Penalty Information
Center) —the indeterminacy at the center of the Brisefio factors presents a challenge to public
perception, to impaneled jurors, and to the offender.

Lest future jurists waver when confronted by the unmarked field on which Briseio
contests classification, the majority opinion includes a description of an intellectually disabled
subject who should be beyond the reach of the death penalty. “By virtue of his lack of reasoning
ability and adaptive skills,” Justice Cochran writes, “most Texas citizens might agree that
Steinbeck’s Lennie should [...] be exempt” (Court of Criminal Appeals of Texas, emphasis
added). Setting aside the fact that Lennie Small is, in fact, murdered by his only friend, George
Milton, in John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men (1937), one wonders what business Lennie has
appearing as a limit case in a legal instrument designed to measure intellectual disability and
fitness for capital punishment? No member in good standing of the John Steinbeck Society was
called upon to testify during the appeal, as far as I can tell, nor has the State of Texas yet turned
to the execution of fictional characters to maintain the hectic pace it seems to prefer for the 21*

century dispensation of this “constitutional penalty.””

? Between 2001 and 2015, Texas executed 292 death row inmates, averaging just fewer than twenty executions per
year. At the time of this writing in June 2016, Texas has executed six death row inmates, accounting for almost half
of the executions nationwide (Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty).



Disability as a Material-Semiotic Object

Despite its considerable flaws, Brisefio foregrounds central tensions that preoccupy
contemporary critical disability studies (CDS), including the contested negotiations of
embodiment in essential and social models of disability, disability’s intersection with other
minority identities, and the portability of ableist logic across social locations, from literary
representations to courts of law and back again. Disability Ecology: Re-Materializing U.S.
Fiction from 1890-1940 takes up these questions in its exploration of the indivisible bonds
between nonnormative embodiments, cultural histories of disability in the U.S., and aesthetic
forms in narrative art. Toward this end, the chapters that follow examine various semiotic,
thematic, and formal networks of actors that produce disability across literary texts and
extraliterary experiences.

Disability Ecology theorizes the interpenetrations of the material and the semiotic,
particularly as they pertain to the production and durability of disability as it is lived by disabled
people and represented in U.S. literary fiction. Just as David Foster Wallace claims to have
written The Broom of the System (1985) in part because he “got to wondering just what the
difference was” between being a “character in a piece of fiction” and a “real person” (qtd. in
Max), the ease with which disability is recognized in fiction—where the only body is the body of
the text—has provoked me to wonder how much the material bodymind matters at all to the
dominant understanding of disability as such. That is to say, is disability no more than the
dominant assumptions about it? Although in his study of intellectual disability and narrative
Michael Bérubé “rel[ies] on the ancient—and yet always critical —insight that literary characters
are not real people” (Secret Life 29),1 am interested in examining the nodes of overlap that

disability reveals. Disability Ecology argues that disability is a material-semiotic object produced



where nonnormative embodiments and discourses meet, meaning that disability is the sum total
of the other human and non-human actors, concepts, and sign systems that exist in relational
contexts with nonnormative embodiments. I call such a permanently partial network a disability
ecology and the embodied experience of it a disability subjectivity.

A hybrid theory and method of inquiry, disability ecology takes seriously David T.
Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder’s call for a “definition of disability [that] must incorporate both
the outer and inner reaches of culture and experience as a combination of...social and biological
forces” (7). Presuming that “the flesh and blood givenness of the physical body is not a passive
surface, but ... in continuous interaction with textual practices” (Shildrick 178), disability
ecology exposes the matrix in which a given nonnormatively embodied subject exists embedded
in a network of co-constitutive relationships with human and nonhuman actors, such as built
infrastructures, technologies, social institutions, and other discursive formations. Disability
ecologies differ from the aggregates of influences that shape subjects in general because the
social world in which disabled people typically maneuver has been fashioned on ableist
principals that inherently marginalize them. This material-semiotic model draws on three
definitions of ecology to achieve a flexible granularity that accommodates the movements of
individual actors and systems into positions of greater or lesser salience over time and depending
on context. First, it references ecology as the study of interactional relationships between
organisms and their environments; second, it references ecology as the pattern or aggregate of
these relationships, or what is typically called an “ecosystem”; and third, it references ecology as
human ecology, a branch of sociology that studies the spatio-temporal interrelationships between
human actors and their economic, social, and political organization. Through these simultaneous

layers of signification, disability ecology is a framework that can coordinate the otherwise



salient, yet competing models of disability already in circulation, as well as reconcile theories
that privilege embodiment with those that privilege social and cultural constructions.

The field of critical disability studies (CDS) is increasingly populated by approaches that
engage similar “turn[s] to the body” (qtd. in GW English), and many of these recognize the
usefulness of exploring these relationships through literary narrative. Tobin Siebers’s concept of
“complex embodiment” comes immediately and productively to mind, as does Mitchell and
Snyder’s work on “antinormative novels of embodiment” (Biopolitics of Disability 180). In fact,
Disability Ecology began in 2012 as an attempt to integrate what were then the most salient
models of disability and approaches to literary disability studies available —Siebers’s, Rosemarie
Garland-Thomson’s “strategic” uses of essentialism and constructionism, and Mitchell and
Snyder’s concept of “disability as multitude” —because they were all clearly right, yet their
exertions of different pressures on slightly different objects (subjectivities, strategies, collectives)
create significant interstices, I felt, in need of elaboration. Despite their productive differences,
these concepts all wrestle with the ontological politics of belonging. Each approach in its own
way asks what criteria belong to disability as such and who gets to decide; what constitutes
embodiment; who belongs to the disabled collective at large; and what, if anything, is useful
about this kind of knowing or belonging?’ But disability subjectivities are never just
embodiments, nor social constructs, nor “singularities” embedded in non-hierarchical groups:
disability subjectivities are always all of these, and more.

To describe the lived experience of people with disabilities, one requires a model that
recognizes simultaneity, paradox, complexity, and rupture and that refrains from dividing the

material body from its social entanglements. Disability ecology arrives as a new materialist

3 Other theories, such as Lenard J. Davis’s “dismodernism” — which he has since disavowed —cast doubt on the
concept of identity itself.



theory of disability that takes seriously the agentic capacities of non-human actors from cultural
institutions to technologies to aesthetic objects. In this regard, this study situates itself among
emerging critical disability studies work by Alison Kafer, Mitchell and Snyder, and Ellen
Samuels, as well as theories drawn from Social Construction of Technology formulations by
Bruno Latour, Susan Leigh Starr and Geoff Bowker, and Annemarie Mol. When disability
ecology is used to examine the formation of disability subjectivities or the disability as a
productive failure to achieve normalcy, the argument draws on the queer and crip/queer theories
of Sara Ahmed, Jack Halberstam, and Robert McRuer. Finally, when the study places disability
ecologies and subjectivities in conversation with genre and literary aesthetics, the argument turns
to Tobin Siebers’s work on thematic disability aesthetics while breaking from it to theorize a
disability aesthetics beyond representation at the level of narrative form. The argument oscillates
between these theoretical moves as often as it shuttles between the lived experience of disabled

people and literary disability studies.

Disability and Genre as Acts of Social En(crip)tion

Briserio has become infamous for its discursive promiscuity not for its assumption that
intellectual disability exceeds biomedical measurement and classification. As Brisefio has been
invoked to justify the executions of Marvin Wilson, Robert Ladd, and other intellectually
disabled offenders, the international reaction to Cochran’s use of literary allusion has been
overwhelmingly, and unsurprisingly, negative. In the days before Ladd’s execution in January
2015, for example, the Houston Press ran the headline, “Texas Uses Of Mice and Men Standards
to Execute Mentally Disabled Man” (Wray); The Blog, an op-ed channel of The Huffington Post,
writes, “Texas Sending Man to Death Chamber on Thursday Based on ‘Of Mice and Men’”

(Olive); and The Guardian quotes Brian Stall, Ladd’s attorney from the American Civil Liberties



Union, saying “that his client’s fate should not ‘depend on a novella. Instead of sticking to the
standards set by science, [the Texas courts] refer to a character in Of Mice and Men’”
(Pilkington). Although these headlines sensationalize the role Of Mice and Men actually plays in
ex parte Briseiio, these responses extend the strong condemnation of the majority opinion made
by John Steinbeck’s son, Thomas. When the Brisefio factors were used to justify the execution of
Marvin Wilson, a 54-year-old Texas man with intellectual disabilities, in 2012, Thomas

[1X3

Steinbeck offered a public statement that said, “‘my father was a highly gifted writer.... His
work was certainly not meant to be scientific, and the character of Lennie was never intended to
be used to diagnose a medical condition like intellectual disability. I find the whole premise to be

999

insulting, outrageous, ridiculous and profoundly tragic’” (qtd. in Cohen).* Almost all parties —
with the notable exception of the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals—perceive Brisefio as
traversing a discursive boundary between fiction and fact in need of strict, persistent policing.
Perhaps controversially, I do not disagree with Cochran’s turn to fiction as an index of
disability, although I see her methods and the limited interpretive ends they achieve as tragically
flawed (to say nothing of the brutal ends to which she puts her interpretive practice). Lennie
Small, and literary fiction more broadly, has quite a lot to do with the lived experience of people
with nonnormative embodiments, intellectual impairments, and other disabilities. While criticism
of Justice Cochran’s generic discontinuity is rooted in the presumption that aesthetic and social
forms represent falsity and truth, respectively, the distance between material bodies and
representations of them is neither as vast nor as unbridgeable as is typically supposed. If one

recognizes bodies as “semiotic objects,” as Terry Eagleton suggests (“Bodies” 564), it becomes

easy to recognize disability as part of a “representational system,” which is to say that its strong

* Thomas Steinbeck released his statement to several major media outlets, and quotations from his statement were
published by The Guardian, NPR, The Huffington Post, and others. Steinbeck’s official website directs readers to an
article in The Atlantic by Andy Cohen, “Of Mice and Men: The Execution of Marvin Wilson” (August 8,2012).



sense is structured by various signs and sign systems even as disability itself is often perceived as
an originary embodied sign (Garland-Thomson and Holmes 73).

The convoluted diagnostic regime established by Briserio appears as the recto of a
modern medical gaze that has always perceived the body as a system of representations. Long
before “semiotics” became associated with Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce,
the term was used to refer to a practice of medical observation used by some Enlightenment
physicians in France to “discern illness or dysfunction in the body” (Vila 29). In “Reading the
‘Sensible’ Body,” Anne C. Vila explains that physicians who practiced medical semiotics would
observe a patient’s body over time and catalogue its “excretions and secretions, its color and
heat, its respiratory rhythms, and above all its pulses” (31). By collating this data, the “body’s
true inner language,” or its range of normative appearances, became a legible mark against which
other anomalous, observable marks would then be judged (30). Once the body was made to
speak through positivist reduction, physicians could prescribe cures or recommend prophylactic
treatments meant to allow nature to resume its unfettered development. While nonnormative
embodiments have appeared as metaphors of the extraordinary since antiquity, medical semiotics
folded these supposedly auspicious signs into nascent scientific practice by construing the
rationalized body as a site of signification, an object with meanings, not a mere biological
mechanism.

John Steinbeck himself blurs the boundary between fictional representation and lived
experience in various discussions of Lennie Small’s origin. In a letter sent to his agents in the
summer of 1936, Steinbeck claims that Lennie does not “represent insanity at all but the
inarticulate and powerful yearnings of all men” (Steinbeck xix), a claim that frames intellectual

disability as an embodied metaphor for a universal human quality even as it strips away the
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material conditions of living as a person with an intellectual disability. Conversely, he admits in
an interview with The New York Times in 1937 that, “Lennie was a real person. He’s in an
insane asylum in California right now. I worked alongside him for many weeks. He didn’t kill a
girl. He killed a ranch foreman. Got sore because the boss fired his pal” (“Mice, Men, and Mr.
Steinbeck,” emphasis added). Steinbeck’s testimony uses a productive but slippery temporality,
for the past tense of “was” suggests that Steinbeck perceived the ranch hand on whom Lennie is
based actually as Lennie himself prior to writing. To state that Lennie is (or was?) a “real person”
before the act of writing, the future Nobel laureate suggests that he viewed the murderous bindle-
stiff as a real person and as a symbol at the same time. This hybrid subject-object, an
ontologically ambiguous ranch hand whose material-semiotic experiences of intellectual
disability approach the status of a lived textuality, troubles the presumption of inanimacy that
attends the common conception of fictional representation. If the symbolic easily overlays lived
experience, as Steinbeck suggests, we might question to what extent lived experience could
manifest in the symbolic as such. Regarding disability subjectivities, one might wonder to what
extent the rhetorical practices that produce disability in a text participate in the production of
disability as a material experience. Would it be enough, according to the logic of Brisefio, simply
to ask George Milton or Crooks to what extent they believed Lennie to be disabled?

The tragic outcome of Brisefio is made possible in part because Cochran perceives Of
Mice and Men as a paradigm of literary realism, a genre commonly believed to imbue works of
fiction with truths of universal validity that enables them to perform work in the world. Having
earned a B.A. with distinction in English from Stanford University in 1966, Cochran “re-read all
of Steinbeck” while living above Cannery Row as a newlywed in the late 1960s (Barton).

Steinbeck “always has such good stories about the importance of connecting with people,”
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Cochran says, and she describes his characters as “realistic portrayals of human beings that were
outside, at least for that time, of the general reading public” (Barton). She reads Of Mice and
Men as an instance of literary realism, not the allegory that Steinbeck claims, and assumes that as
a realist novel, the text contains and doles out particular truths or lessons to readers who simply
receive them. In Cochran’s aesthetic frame, textual notations of disability signify overdetermined
meanings culled from a range of subjugating disability imaginaries —she describes Lennie as
“sort of the gentle giant” (Barton), for example —that generate negative affective responses, not
critical perspectives that lead to new knowledge production, social inclusion, or a more
egalitarian polis. For Cochran, Lennie is a textualization of a type, “the gentle giant,” that seems
to originate in unmediated “nature” when, in fact, the “gentle giant” is a discursive construct
born in narrative and then applied to lived experience. This problematic understanding of genre
grants literary realism the capacity to reframe Lennie—who, for many, appears as a static
symbol —as a dynamic type that she then misreads to tragic ends.

Given that literature incessantly reproduces disability’s “representational ‘fate’” to
“incit[e] the act of meaning-making itself” (Mitchell and Snyder, Prosthesis 6), this approach
typically results in disability always meaning what dominant culture has already decided it
means through the accretion of ableist interpretations. Such “disabling details,” which I explore
in later chapters, attempt to stifle the disabled subject’s ability to speak back, repackage, or
contest the dominant meanings of particular signs. As Eagleton suggests, however, novels
“mobilize such facts as part of a moral pattern” (After Theory 90). Instead of finding nuggets of
unmediated data about essentialized identities, readers can examine the networks of semantic,
syntactic, and semiotic features of texts that produce disability —what I call disability

ecologies—and grant it meaning through aesthetic acts of social encryption. Disability always
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contests its own social encryption through medical, legal, and aesthetic discourses, always
speaking back in material-semiotic ways that include having the audacity to exist at all. Cochran
would do well to remember, as would we, that “novels do not exist to tell us that the loris is a
slow-moving nocturnal primate” or other such facts of empirical validity (Eagleton, After Theory

90).

Cripping Literary Disability Studies: The Death of the Distant Reader

If disability is a material-semiotic practice, it follows that representations of disability in
literary fiction can produce knowledge about disability subjectivities. Because there is no
Archimedean point from which to perceive one’s own disability ecology, one can turn to the
limited sets of signifiers in literary texts as sources of knowledge production, self-reflection, and
systemic critique of the orientating relationships that structure disabled people’s lives. In
Reassembling the Social (2005), Bruno Latour grants “the resource of fiction” the capacity to
“bring...the solid objects of today into the fluid states where their connections with humans may
make sense” (Reassembling 82). Here Latour echoes Herbert Marcuse, who claims that an
aesthetic form, which is “the result of the transformation of a given content...into a self-
contained whole,” can be “recognized as a reality which is suppressed and distorted in the given
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reality” because it is “‘taken out’ of the constant process” of daily life (Marcuse 8, 6). Granting
form to fluid experience, Marcuse argues, allows relationships between actors to become visible
when they would otherwise be plowed under by the unrelenting movement of experience’s

furrow. Even if a majority of texts do reiterate marginalizing assumptions,’ literary criticism can

engage a disability ecology not only to offer interpretations and to map systems of signification

> In these all too frequent cases, the texts effect a negative production in that they reveal the systemic oppression of
disabled people.
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but also to create knowledge about how fiction produces disability in a text through non-
representational semantic systems and formal elements.

At a historical moment enamored with distant reading, the close reading of individual
texts remains important because the ecological networks of semiotic, syntactic, and semantic
features that produce particular disability representations reveal a radical nonconformity and can
arrest and interrogate the ephemeral disability ecologies of everyday life.® Consistent with the
“blissed-out technobunny fantasy” of posthuman subjectivity formations (Gane and Haraway
139), distant reading is actually powered by a dream, perhaps the literary critic’s greatest: one
might finally “read” everything.” These practices produce new knowledge about literature at the
level of the corpus—with Franco Moretti’s quantitative formalism a particularly exciting
project—yet many of the questions that arise when disability and narrative intersect remain
unanswered, I believe, because we have not learned how to look carefully enough at what
already lies before us.® Like stargazers who focus on a single star in the firmament, critics of
literary disability run the risk of dimming their own perceptions by looking closely at only one
aspect of a text—or running an algorithm that does the looking for them. Those critics who look
askance at the star often see it most brightly.

By narrowing the analytical aperture so drastically, dominant methods used in the literary
interpretation of disability create systemic limitations that disability ecology attempts to address.
Literary disability studies seems to be divided between two methodologies: a well-established
one that focuses on thematic treatments of disability representations in particular texts and

another emergent one that investigates correspondences between narrative forms and ideas about

% See chapter 1, “Disability, Subjects, Ecology,” for a discussion concerning the relationship between textual and
lived ecologies.

7 Paradoxically, such sentiment suggests that literary criticism has heretofore been disabled by the claims of the
nagging flesh, even as disability theorists have shown that disability has remained curiously under theorized.

¥ Moretti himself acknowledges that distant reading was first announced partly “as a joke” (Moretti 44).
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particular disabilities. Thematic readings tend to address the social construction of disability by
linking representations to extraliterary assumptions about disabled people, while differential
readings—my name for readings that link ideas about disability in the text to disability
symptomologies —return awareness to embodiment, often with a vengeance. In her early literary
disability studies work, for example, Garland-Thomson criticizes the thematic deployment of
Captain Ahab’s amputated leg in Moby-Dick (1851) as an index of his monomania, yet her
analysis elides the narrative attention paid to Ahab’s prosthetic relationship with technology (not
to mention the presence of another amputee, Captain Boomer, whose loss of an arm to Moby-
Dick does not foster a similar retributive obsession). Ahab’s use of a prosthetic and his ability to
adapt “himself and the maritime world around him to better accommodate his disability”
(Mitchell and Snyder, Prosthesis 121) works against the typically totalizing impulse of thematic
analysis. When Ishmael describes Ahab’s first ascent above deck —*“Upon each side of the
Pequod's quarter deck...there was an auger hole, bored about half an inch or so, into the plank.
His bone leg steadied in that hole; one arm elevated, and holding by a shroud; Captain Ahab
stood erect, looking straight out beyond the ship’s ever-pitching prow” (Melville 109, emphasis
added) —we bear witness to a profound defamiliarization of human-technology relationships if
not to one of the first cyborgs in American literature. By neglecting the symptomatic readings of
even the most odious representations of disability,” such as how Ahab retains his authority and

his livelihood because he modifies the Pequod to accommodate his nonnormative body, literary

’ My use of symptomatic reading differs from the definition posed by John Thurston, for whom symptomatic
reading means “analyzing the presence of ideology in literary texts” (638). I draw my usage from H. Porter Abbot,
who more broadly defines symptomatic reading as a mode of reading that expresses “the conditions out of which
[the narrative] comes” (105); for Abbott, symptomatic reading runs counter to intentional reading.
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criticism misses an important opportunity to rewrite the dominant, marginalizing definition of
disability."

At the forefront of the differential reading camp, Michael Bérubé claims that narrative
can itself be disabled when its forms exhibit symptoms of particular disabilities. While Georg
Lukacs sees the symptoms of a degenerate culture in the experimental forms of the modern
novel, Bérubé views disabled narrative as a positive aesthetic development for literary art, one
that bypasses tropes of representation in favor of “ideas about disability” that “need not involve
any character with disabilities at all” (Secret Life 19, original emphasis). He argues, for
example, that William Faulkner’s choice to focalize the first section of The Sound and the Fury
(1929) through Benjy produces formal characteristics associated with some form of mental
disability, a symptomology that expands the spatio-temporal possibilities of narration (“Narrative
and Intellectual Disability” 470-471). Bérubé provocatively argues that Faulkner’s narrative
itself is disabled because it represents the lived experience of neurological difference. This
artistic benefit is also a political deficit, however: he sets this aesthetic practice’s roots in the
presumptive, totalizing authority of medical diagnosis and leaves out the possibility that
narrative forms deploy structures of feeling or affective responses of disability as narrative
forms. While thematic analysis links textual representations to dominant cultural assumptions
about disability and differential readings turn to medical discourse to link narrative functions to

symptoms, neither project pays enough attention to the interplay of signifiers, cardinal functions,

' Mitchell and Snyder contrast Ahab’s “resourcefulness in making an accessible ship” with his “deterministic fate”
(Prosthesis 12)—in this way, they argue, Ahab illustrates the capacity of literary disability to perform a positive
function in art but to perform a negative function in politics by affirming the meaningfulness of physical or mental
differences. They cite this and other textual details that describe the interface between Ahab and the Pequod in order
to claim that Ahab reinforces marginalizing assumptions about disability despite being situated in a text that
routinely questions the stability of meaning. Instead of trying to define how Melville may have intended Ahab to
function, a symptomatic reading that acknowledges Melville’s stake in allegorizing “bourgeois individualism’s
historical conflict with liberal democracy” (Markels 1) might frame some of the same details as evidence of agency,
others as products of narrative focalization, and so on.
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catalyzers, and other elements of narrative discourse as a network of producers of disability in its
own right. Useful for illuminating discrete sets of functions or formal elements, each type of
analysis assumes a narrowness that cannot address the fullness of literary disability that, like its
lived counterpart, issues from a complex ecology.

To broaden this approach, Disability Ecology risks an unfashionable return to the analysis
of individual literary texts that are strongly identified with specific genres and situated in a
national literary tradition. It does so in full awareness of its own historical moment in which
distant reading is celebrated, questions of genre are often answered with either polite
bemusement or outright disbelief in its agential capacities, and the idea of national literatures is
met with skepticism at best. As poststructuralism poured out its bowls of deconstruction, reader
response, and critical race and feminist theories on the New Criticism (even as its primary
method, close reading, was salvaged), the theoretical turn in the late 20" century cracked open
the possibilities of unbound textuality and forced a reconsideration of classificatory criteria and
the utility of classification itself. The re-adoption of these frameworks is not meant as an earth-
salting corrective to the systems building of contemporary literary disability studies, an assertion
that genre exists somehow outside of human activity, or as a critique of border-breaking theories
that demonstrate the irrelevance of national identities to the global flows of capital. Instead,
Disability Ecology takes these critical positions as the very conditions of its own possibility. In
the 21* century, a critic can meaningfully engage a literary text only after appreciating its
embeddedness in various socio-economic systems—including those of gender, race, sexuality,
and ability; of genre; and of literary history. This study returns to specific texts to identify
disability ecologies that illustrate the networks of literary and social forms that each text

mobilizes to produce disability. By attending to particular literary disability ecologies, this
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project aims to illustrate a method and to inaugurate an archive that can be used to think through
the lived experience of disability ecologies.

The literary analyses in Disability Ecology often confront the intersection of disability
and genre, revealing the transportability of forms across social context. Any analysis of disability
representations in generic fiction must contend with the notable porosity of borders between
genres not least because there is a “general lack of consensus about what constitutes a genre” as
such (Howard, “Sand” 93). In this study, genre refers to a kind of aesthetic form that typically
collates themes, styles, and other textual details in the service of particular expressive or
ideological purposes but also can produce contradictory or ambiguous effects. Further, this
argument takes for granted the occurrence of “generic discontinuities,” Fredric Jameson’s term
for the ubiquitous traversals of generic conventions between seemingly discrete genres (The
Political Unconscious 185). Whether or not we can agree on a comprehensive definition of
genre, we must acknowledge that readers often bring generic assumptions to acts of reading, and
genre’s mediating capacity is often crucial to textual encounters with disability. Generic
assumptions often establish expectations for how texts, and particular textual elements, will
behave. In this way, readers’ understandings of particular genres —consider realism and
naturalism, for example —prestructure the reception and interpretation of disabled characters and
disability motifs, as in the case of Justice Cochran and Lennie Smalls from Of Mice and Men.

113

Mitchell and Snyder refer to this as a “‘closing down’ of an otherwise permeable and dynamic
narrative form” that leads to “the reification of disabled people as fathomless mysteries who
simultaneously provoke and elude cultural capture” (Prosthesis 50, 61). That is to say, normate

readers bring to bear dominant, subjugating, nonliterary assumptions about disability on textual

representations of nonnormative embodiment.
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While poststructuralists may reject the claim that disability might close down the
cascading chain of signification, nonliterary experiences of nonnormative embodiment often
support it. Ato Quayson adds to this critique by rejecting any interpretive framework that
includes nonliterary experience “extrinsic to the literary field itself” (25) as though the literary
and the nonliterary were separated by an impermeable membrane, not each thoroughly suffused
with the other. In Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network (2015), Caroline Levine rejects
the perceived division between social forms and the aesthetic forms that supposedly represent
them, instead arguing that “literary forms and social formations are equally real in their capacity
to organize materials, and equally unreal in being artificial, contingent constraints” (14). “Since
social forms can move across contexts,” Levine argues, narrative forms are particularly useful
for staging the collision of forms that “reveal [those forms’] potentialities in fiction as well as
nonfiction” (19). While Levine argues that the lived experience of sexism and sexist
representations both hail from the same social forms of inequality, by extension the social forms
of signification that produce representations of disability also produce disability as such.
Discursive subjugation occurs most often, I suggest, when disability is either “attached to other
representations of otherness to grant them supplementary meaning, sharper focus, and additional
weight” (Siebers, Disability Theory 48) or figured as static and fixed, something that is always
already known, instead of always emerging. In The Secret Life of Stories (2016), Michael Bérubé
writes that such deployments lead to “the realization that character X has Y disability [as an
explanatory mechanism] in place of the more productive realization that character X does Y
because of Z’ (Secret Life 21, original emphasis). The first formula takes disability as a mode of
determinism, while the second opens for disabled subjects a full range of motivations and causes

for action or its refusal.
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Although disability in representational art has “always symbolize[d] something other than
itself,” Tobin Siebers argues that such subordination need not continue (Disability Theory 48). If
some representations are subjugating and others are not, it becomes essential to discover how
certain textual details produce a particular kind or kinds of subjugation and how other textual
details produce liberatory, or even neutral, effects. Disability activists should embrace symbolic
representations of disability, Siebers claims, for symbolism “describes the dynamic by which
individuals are recognized by others and gather into communities” and, therefore, enables the
political as such (Disability Theory 48). Siebers, therefore, calls for disability activists to
“recapture” disability’s own symbolism as a means to “reintroduce the reality of disability
identity into the public imagination” (Disability Theory 48). For this reintroduction to bear
political fruit, Siebers argues that narratives must be told that emphasize how disabled reality and
nondisabled reality is a shared, common reality.

One strength of disability life writing is its ability to represent disability as “dynamic,
relational, and emergent” (Kerschbaum 57), yet literary fiction can also offer disability-inflected
characterizations, themes, and forms that likewise capture disability’s productive mutability.
Arguing for the usefulness of fiction as a mode of social critique, Herbert Marcuse claims that an
aesthetic form, which is “the result of the transformation of a given content...into a self-
contained whole,” can be “recognized as a reality which is suppressed and distorted in the given
[nonliterary] reality” (8). Instead of representation infringing upon the agential status of the
subject, Marcuse argues that representation can free subjects by re-presenting subjectivities as
momentarily stable objects that an audience can engage. For Marcuse, the institutions of daily
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life already produce a reductive subjugation that aesthetic representation, because it is “‘taken

out’ of the constant process” of daily life (6), can restore. Stephen Crane’s novella The Monster
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(1898), for example, represents the disablement of Henry Johnson as a restless assemblage of
social relationships, public and private spaces, and racist ideological practices that continuously
reinscribe disability’s meaning and reorientate Johnson’s social location. At the same time,
Johnston’s bare life calls into question systems of law, racist socio-economics, and medical
ethics and reveals their rootedness in the ideology of ability. In the chapters that follow, I
describe specific uses of major genres at particular historical moments in late 19" and early 20"
century American literary history —while acknowledging that genre formations continuously
interpenetrate one another both synchronically and diachronically —and relate how the quest for
mimetic accuracy associated with realism or the rupture of narrative form in modernism, for
example, deploys disability as a thematic trope or formal conceit that intersects with, structures,

reproduces, and occasionally challenges dominant assumptions about disability.

Organization of the Study

The literary archive in Disability Ecology includes novels and short stories from the
American realist period in the late 19" century, a literary period commonly associated with an
aesthetic practice committed to the accurate representation of quotidian experience, to the
Modernist period after World War 1. Because generic conventions are typically raced, gendered,
and classed, my analysis accounts for the textual functions produced when disability is
superadded to racialized or gendered markers of socio-political disqualification. While authors
from Edith Wharton to Saul Bellow retain disability as a trope of incapacity, my research shows
that the value of this supposed lack grows to include what we might recognize as a productive
“crip art of failure” (Mitchell and Snyder, Biopolitics of Disability 22) as it reappears in
naturalist, modernist, and postmodern texts as an organizational schema. The narrative rupture in

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper”; the institutionalization of the composite
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novel by authors like Gertrude Stein, Sherwood Anderson, and Jean Toomer; and the
decentralization of both plot and subject in Jack Kerouac’s experimental fiction, for instance,
demonstrate the increased viability of disability subjectivities as formal models, not thematic
topoi, for texts that foreground interdependence without sacrificing wholeness. Formal devices
that foreground the constructedness of a given text—like non-linearity, pastiche, and
metafictional commentary —demonstrate affinities with disability viewed as an embodied
critique of built environments, institutions, and ableist-ideological practices.

The first three chapters in the dissertation establish disability ecology as a model and set
in motion a dialectic of disability themes and disability forms. The first chapter, “Disability,
Subjects, Ecology,” claims that disability appears in social interactions and literary narrative not
as an object but as a material-semiotic practice. Through a reading of Richard Powers’s novel
Gain (1999), 1 situate disability ecology as a new materialist model for conceptualizing disability
subjectivities, and I establish affinities between this theory and contemporary critical disability
studies work by Alison Kafer, and David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, and Tobin Siebers.
In Feminist, Queer, Crip (2013) Kafer recasts disability as a political/relational model produced
by the interaction of animated objects, such as “built environments and social patterns” (6), while
in Disability Theory (2008) Siebers offers a theory of “complex embodiment” that reinserts the
material body into models of disability. To extend these powerful interventions, disability
ecology calls upon Actor-Network Theory (ANT), a theory and practice that recognizes the
agency of nonhuman actors as it maps and describes the relationships between things (material)
and concepts (semiotics) in transient, heterogeneous networks. Disability ecology serves as the

primary tool that allows me in the following chapters to interrogate a range of institutions that
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help structure disability subjectivities and to describe narratological problems specific to their
representational and formal deployments.

Chapters two and three introduce two textual features revealed by the ecological
approach. The second chapter, “The Spectacular Banality of Literary Disability,” theorizes the
methods by which disability is made to appear in literary texts. Drawing upon Stephanie
Kerschbaum’s concept of “markers of difference” (72), this chapter elaborates disabling details,
meaning those signifiers that render a character as having an impairment and that produce
disability effects through acts of interpretation. In a reading of Harper Lee’s 7o Kill a
Mockingbird (1960), I argue that disability details appear as if they were pieces of the Real,
creating a sense that literary representations self-reference their own extraliterary material truth.
Because genre, as an aesthetic and ideological apparatus, possesses the agential power to animate
some textual objects more than others, I theorize the ambiguous, pluripotent functions of
disabling details in comparative readings of texts typically understood as exemplary of American
literary realism, including William Dean Howells’s A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890) and
Charles Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition (1901).

The third chapter, “Biopolitical Aesthetics and the Crip Gesture of Naturalism,”
examines the reinscription of disability thematics under an aesthetic regime that often turns to
contemporary natural philosophy to justify the depiction of the human animal as structured by
innate drives, as always at risk of disability, and as prone to atavistic regression. Disability
haunts these texts as a potential state for all people, not just those whose congenital physical or
neurological differences mark them as impaired, but its manifestation always announces a failed
state of being that requires cure or justifies elimination. Edith Wharton’s Sanctuary (1903) and

Frank Norris’s Vandover and the Brute (1914, written 1894-5), for example, link aesthetic taste,
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often understood as a correlation of exceptional physiology and normative training, to genetic
fitness and the absence of taste to disability. To possess refined taste is at the same time to
announce one’s superior physical and neurological development, while to lack taste or aesthetic
sensibility is to foreshadow one’s own genetic regression and impending disablement.
Ultimately, the articulation of disability with bad taste provides an opportunity to reflect on the
role of aesthetics in the disqualification of some people from full socio-economic participation.
The fourth chapter, “Disability Kitsch, Literary Inclusionism, and the Crip Art of
Aesthetic Failure,” considers the aesthetic uses of disability as a trope of characterization and as
a thematic element in Modernist texts that approach mimesis through representation and form.
This chapter argues that disabled characters, when defined solely through disabling details that
are figured as static and self-evident, appear as kitsch objects that often seem to produce
aesthetic experience but in fact reproduce normative assumptions about disability as a fixed,
knowable, and known identity. Willa Cather’s “The Profile” (1907) demonstrates how thematic
uses of disability in so-called high art exhibit uncanny similarities, fulfill stock narrative
functions, and evoke a closed set of pathetic responses without actually depicting the lived
experience of disability. To examine this crip art of failed aesthetics, I turn to Ernest
Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not (1927), a narrative that largely avoids disability kitsch
while offering an example of a disability aesthetics that depends on literary form, not
representation. Unlike Cather’s short story, Hemingway’s treatment of disability pays particular
attention to Harry Morgan’s negotiation of impairment and the impact of disability on his sense
of self, while the form of the novel —written in three sections that incorporate at least four
distinct points-of-view —makes a strong argument for the expressive capacity of disability

subjectivities as distributed ecological systems without depending on representation.
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Altogether, these chapters demonstrate the uses of disability ecology as an analytic model
for investigating disability subjectivities and as an interpretive framework for reading American
fiction. In each case, disability appears as the product of a material-semiotic assemblage of actors
that manifests as readily in representational art as it does in social interactions. As a theoretical
model, disability ecology intervenes in the dialectic that preoccupies contemporary critical
disability theories of subjectivity by aligning issues of embodiment (which are always already
social) with issues of social practice (which always already occur in material spaces between
material objects). Instead of attempting to develop a totalizing model that grants ultimate
authority to either the body or cultural practices, disability ecology affirms that disability itself is
produced interactionally when particular bodies encounter other bodies, human or non-human,
that orientate them towards or away from certain objects, possibilities of becoming, and futures.
Although these ecologies are difficult to perceive during daily life because they are always
emergent, literary representations can arrest particular sets of reciprocal relationships, thus
making them available to analysis and critique. Such analyses reveal the constitutive force
disability exerts across a range of discourses such as formations of identity based on race,
ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality; economic practices and forms of labor; and, not least,

narrative.
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CHAPTER ONE

Disability, Subjects, Ecology

That I was I knew was of my body, and what I should be I
knew I should be of my body.

Walt Whitman, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”

We are functioning in a world that is fundamentally
characterised by objects in motion. These objects include ideas
and ideologies, people and goods, images and messages,
technologies and techniques.

Arjun Appadurai, “Globalization and the Research
Imagination”

A Story of “When We Lived Wrong”

Laura Bodey was a successful real estate agent, the newest member of the Million Dollar
Movers Club for Next Millennium Realty in Lacewood, Illinois, before she developed ovarian
cancer and died, leaving behind a teenaged daughter, Ellen, and a twelve year-old son, Tim.
While the causes of ovarian cancer remain indeterminate, Laura belonged to an uncharacteristic
“cluster” of women with ovarian cancer in Lacewood. Weeks before her death in Mercy
Foundation Hospital, Laura learned that she had been awarded a sizable settlement as part of a
class-action lawsuit against Clare International, a multinational corporation whose Agricultural

Products Division, located in Lacewood, had been releasing significant yet legal amounts of



26

carcinogenic byproducts into the air and water. Furthermore, she learned that several of the
company’s consumer products, including a common herbicide that she used on her flower
garden, were also objects of study for possible links to cancer. Don Bodey, Laura’s ex-husband,
saw the settlement both as Clare’s acknowledgment of liability and an implicit admission of
responsibility for her illness and impairment. Laura viewed the settlement in more pragmatic
terms: due to the scandal surrounding the EPA findings, Clare common stock had dropped
precipitously, and the settlement simply presented the most cost-effective maneuver to protect
the financial positions of the corporation and its shareholders.

When Laura received her diagnosis, she entered a neoliberal medical complex that
expects care receivers to be their own best advocates, to manage their treatment, and to make
recovery their business. These increased responsibilities for care receivers dovetailed, she
learned, with the increased corporatization of health care in the United States. She noted that “all
the magazines agree: health care is the patient’s business.” Prior to her diagnosis, the
authoritative rhetoric of clinical discourse and medical marketing lead her to believe that any
illness was a “holdover from when we lived wrong.” Because she had always treated her own
health as an “abstraction,” the persuasive rhetoric of the neoliberal medical industry conditioned
her to believe that cancer was her fault and that her diagnosis was a sign of a personal failure and
having somehow “lived wrong” despite an abundance of troubling evidence that suggested toxic
pollution and environmental injustice. Believing that she had failed in her own health
management, Laura experienced tremendous guilt despite assurances from Dr. Jenkins, her
surgeon, about the ambiguous causes of ovarian cancer, and she worried that there was

something she might have done to avoid cancer or (worse) to have caused it.
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Don Bodey did not blame Laura for the cancer —he blamed Clare International and felt
partially vindicated by the settlement—but he did criticize her for not approaching her
hospitalization and treatment like a business negotiation. Don’s acceptance of the neoliberal
logic of modern healthcare may have been practical, but it naturalized the translation of a
personal right into a consumable good, a shift that disproportionately marginalizes the most
vulnerable members of the community. While Don’s logic omitted those without financial or
other resources to act as capable self-advocates, Laura romanticized their marginalized social
position. Looking from her hospital window at the “rotting neighborhoods” bisected by the train
line that carried raw materials into and industrial byproducts out of the Clare facility, she
“imagine[d] herself in another life, indigent, penniless, victimized. But well.” Despite her lack of
awareness of the disproportionate occurrence of illness and disability in lower income
communities, Laura’s unwillingness to act as a health care consumer demonstrated an advanced
understanding of the contemporary medical industry. She knew that the modern hospital is a
business driven by profit just like Clare, but “not the kind that cares what its customers think.”

Alienated from her own health by refusing the role of empowered consumer, Laura
sought alternative modes of engaging the emotional and physical aspects of living with cancer.
From her initial post-operative consultation with Dr. Jenkins, Laura was introduced to narrative
as a source of knowledge and as a technology of recovery. She was left unenlightened by
hospital pamphlets like Diet and Cancer and Chemotherapy and You as well as self-help books
such as Cheer: Your First Line of Defense, so she turned to other narratives in an attempt to
make sense of her changed self. When her cyst removal resulted in a complete hysterectomy, she
identified with the protagonists in “amputation stories” who discover in post-op recovery that the

surgeon removed the wrong limb, and as she healed she puzzled over not having witnessed the
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portentous signs of impending illness that she associated with “midnight reruns.” She developed
an awareness of the ableist logic of Hollywood films that focus on sick or disabled characters
when she failed to identify with the young, non-disabled actors who consistently beat medical
odds that she herself could not. When she realized that no popular stories spoke to her
experiences of disabled embodiment, narrative became a form of oppression.

Also oppressive: the expectations of friends and colleagues that she narrate her diagnosis
and treatment. She quickly learned to resent the expectation that she should craft a coherent
narrative from an arbitrary event, one that mattered least to her as an aesthetic experience. Just as
Laura herself had searched for a causal link in her discussion with her oncologist, Laura’s friends
relied on her to provide such a link for them. As cancer completed its rearrangement of her
subjectivity, she believed that narrative emanated from her body itself, causing cashiers and
grocery baggers to react differently toward her. Finally, she realized that the insight disability
had provided to see her life anew also brought with it a new perspective for interpreting stories,
both the textual ones we read and the social ones we live. Helping Tim, her son, with his
homework, an explication of Walt Whitman’s lyric-narrative poem “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,”
she realized that she could draw on her own life as a resource for interpretation. Considering the
speaker’s projected speech first fifty and then one hundred years into the future, Laura concluded
that Whitman could not have been ill when he wrote, “It avails not, time nor place —distance
avails not.” Nor could Tim’s teacher have ever been seriously sick and still assigned the poem.

For Laura, time availed quite a bit.

As recipients of Laura’s story, readers of Richard Powers’s novel Gain (1998) may feel

uncomfortable as they realize their own demand for disability narrative. As a newly disabled
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woman, Laura Bodey is the principal instrument for the novel’s critique of the deleterious effects
of environmental injustice produced by global capitalism at the end of the twentieth century. At
the same time, however, Laura fulfills the social expectation that a disabled person “must narrate
one’s disability for others” (Mitchell and Snyder, Prosthesis xii). She often satisfies other
characters’ typical expectations for narrative, even when she denies them, for her resistance is
narrated to a reading audience hungry for stories about difference. This second mode denies the
novel its opportunity to lodge a “thoroughgoing challenge to the undergirding authorization to
interpret that disability invites” (Mitchell and Snyder, Prosthesis 59, original emphasis).
Disability in Western culture is perceived as the result of a narratable event, according to
Mitchell and Snyder, and as such to presuppose its own inevitable narration. Each audience’s
desire for a causal disability narrative derives in part from a need to manage or contain the
ungovernability that nonnormative embodiments suggest without providing unsettling details
that give the lie to the storytelling act itself. After Don Bodey perfunctorily asks Laura how she
feels after her first session of chemotherapy, for example, she notes that he looks away as if to
foreclose her divulgence of difficult or painful details (Powers 129). Laura’s developing
resistance to personal narrative speaks to issues of privacy, the inadequacy of representation to
mark her new positionality as a disabled subject, and an acceptance of disability as an exception
to causal logic.

By introducing readers to a critique of disability narrative, Gain creates an occasion for
its readers to begin to think differently about disability and their relationship to it. For this and
other reasons that I will soon explain, Gain serves as an exemplary introduction to the key
concepts and ideas that recur throughout this study. This chapter will focus first on redefining

disability as a material-semiotic practice that underpins the concepts of disability ecology and the
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disability subjectivities that such ecologies entail.'" Stephanie Kerschbaum succinctly
summarizes this set of interrelationships by claiming that disability is always “dynamic,
relational, and emergent” (Kerschbaum 57), a phrase I take as meaning that disability is itself an
ongoing elaboration forever being shaped through embodied social practice. The interdependent
networks of social actors and relationships that structure disability and concomitant
subjectivities, including those that produce subjugation and those that enable liberation or
freedom, appear as disability ecologies. Gain llustrates this concept by articulating Laura’s
cancer to an ecological network of causal actors that runs from industrial byproducts to the
decision making of Clare executives to the body’s own imperatives to ableist employers. The
articulation of Laura’s disability ecology disrupts the strong definition of disability, replacing the
dominant essentialist perspective of it as an individuating and embodied pathology in need of
rehabilitation or cure with a material-semiotic one that acknowledges disability as an embodied
source of knowledge-production and creativity.

As the novel narrates Laura’s continued immersion into the “life of hidden negotiations”
(Mitchell and Snyder, Prosthesis X) that structure disabled peoples’ lives in ableist social
locations, it also offers an attentive description of her developing disability subjectivity. Even if
we grant that all subjects are “sedimentation[s] of established habits™ (Braidotti 212), the
contingencies that structure disability subjectivities differ in part because the shared social
field —from built environments to the rights-granting institutions of biopolitical certification to
aesthetics —orientates normative subjects and dislocates nonnormative ones. Although disability
ecologies structure disability subjectivities, they do not determine them, nor does the dominant

ableist orientation of the public sphere consign disability to a subordinate position as normalcy’s

"' In general discussions about disability as experiential embodiment, I write of disability ecologies in the plural to
acknowledge the profound experiential differences in embodiment among disabled people. When I engage a specific
set of actors that structure either an individual life or a particular characterization, however, I use the singular form.
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unwanted detritus. Instead, this study views disability as a technique for living differently
through nonnormative embodiment. Michel Foucault defines “techniques of the self” as
“reflective and voluntary practices by which men [sic] not only set themselves rules of conduct,
but seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their singular being, and to make of
their life into an oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria”
(The History of Sexuality, Vol. 2: The Use of Pleasure 10—1, original emphasis). Living
embedded in a disability ecology demands such techniques in that the marginalization of the
disabled person creates a standpoint from which the naturalized, and therefore invisible, rules of
ableist normalcy become apparent, forcing the disabled person to choose whether to attempt their
performance and to what degree. Alternatively, the rejection of those dominant conventions leads
the disabled person to create new idiosyncratic rules for living—or perhaps a willed absence of
rules—that manifest as an embodied aesthetics or personal crip style. In this way disability
ecology answers Alison Kafer’s call to “begin thinking disability, and disability futures,
otherwise” (7).

The textual representation of a disability ecology and the rhetorical deployment of
disability subjectivity as an act of critique further mark Gain as an object of disability aesthetics.
Tobin Siebers describes disability aesthetics as a sense of “beauty that seems by traditional
standards to be broken, and yet it is not less beautiful, but more so, as a result” (Aesthetics 3).
Although disability has long been narrative’s “prosthetic,” an alien and defamiliarizing
supplement often used as an “explicitly complicating feature” in literary art (Mitchell and
Snyder, Prosthesis 3), American authors throughout a long 20" century inaugurate and sustain a
tradition of using disability as a trope of representation that signals an opening of a commons

perceived as under siege by rapacious corporatization. Gain similarly marshals a range of
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disability thematics that frame disease and disability as a possible shared future meant to enroll
readers in a humanistic resistance to the creep of neoliberal capital. The novel manifests a
disability aesthetics that exceeds representation, however, by incorporating disability sensibilities
in its unconventional narrative form. In this way, Gain opens an avenue for the theorization of a
disability aesthetics divorced from representation, one that depends on the mobilization of “ideas
about disability” instead of characterization (Bérubé, Secret Life 19, original emphasis). While
Michael Bérubé links such a move to motive and plot, what is often referred to as fabula in
narratology, I read Gain as an extension of this concept to literary form, or sujet, meaning how
the story is organized.

The concepts of disability ecology, disability subjectivities, and a non-representational
disability aesthetics are foundational to the project as a whole, and each subsequent chapter calls
upon them to do interpretive work, modifies them based upon historical contexts, and critiques
them when disabled people and characters offer productive resistance. As I explore these
concepts in this chapter, the argument performs (often concurrently) a range of theoretical moves
meant to guide readers, including those who may unknowingly subscribe to the individuating
medical model of disability, to an appreciation of the structuring roles played by a range of non-
human actors in the lives of disabled people. This argument is rooted in contemporary critical
disability theory, yet to describe how these heterogeneous networks produce disability and
structure disability subjectivities, I explore the agential capacities of inanimate objects such as
pesticides and prosthetics by using new materialist approaches and Science, Technology and
Society (STS) methods; to reveal and explicate the creation of disability subjectivities, I adopt
and adapt Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenological methods to emphasize actors and objects that

are typically overlooked by an ableist gaze, including built environments, aesthetic objects that
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orientate disabled people’s lives, and textual notations that attach meaning to nonnormative
embodiments; and to theorize how disability is used to shape aesthetic experience, I coordinate
Siebers’s and Bérubé’s work on disability aesthetics and narratology, respectively, with Roland
Barthes’s and Fredric Jameson’s theories of genre to investigate the semantic and semiotic
systems that produce literary disability. These theories and methods enrich critical disability
studies while disability exerts a counter pressure that opens these interdisciplinary discourses to

unexpected critique.

The Matter of Disability and Other Disability Matters

Disability is a material-semiotic effect produced by the social relationships between
embodied individuals and a range of non-human actors including cultural practices, institutions,
and technologies. Disability is also relational, recursively inflecting those bodies, actors, and
networks with new meanings that disability itself makes available. By connecting the material
conditions of nonnormative embodiment with the cultural meanings attached to them in one
model, disability ecology offers a new materialist solution to the essentialism-constructionism
debate that has long attended disability studies. Dominant essentialist discourse, commonly
called the medical model of disability, situates disability as a pathology that manifests in a body
and requires biomedical intervention to restore or approximate normative functions or aesthetic
qualities. Disability studies theorists and disability rights activists have countered this model by
positing disability as a social construction, meaning that disability is a condition imposed upon a
body by inhospitable social and built environments that are themselves formed by ableist
ideology. The social model often hinges on the separation of impairment (meaning a
nonnormative characteristic of embodiment) from disability (meaning a state of subjugation

created by inaccessible features of built and social environment). This separation risks a denial of
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how the body is constructed through discourse and how the social field only exists as such
through embodied experience. Put another way, essentialism disproportionately foregrounds
immanence by thwarting any reading of the social ascription of disability identification and
social construction disembodies disabled subjectivities by eliding the material conditions of a
given person’s lived experience.

As a concept, disability ecology reintroduces the nonnormative bodymind into
discussions about disability, disabled people, and the aesthetic implications of disability in
narrative art. In this way, the study joins contemporary critical disability theorists like Tobin
Siebers and Alison Kafer whose works seek to unite the body and the social by offering new
materialist ways of thinking about disability. Tobin Siebers’s concept of “complex embodiment”
(Disability Theory 22), for example, reconciles the dichotomy between corporeality and
discourse represented by foundational arguments for “strategic essentialism” advanced in
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s Extraordinary Bodies (1996) and the discontinuation of disabled
identity in Lennard J. Davis’ “The End of Identity Politics and the Beginning of Dismodernism”
(2002). Complex embodiment holds that “knowledge is situated, that it adheres in social
locations, [and] that it is embodied” (Disability Theory 25). A theoretical framework in which
identity is always both a representational and material site of knowledge production, Siebers’s
model offers an “economy between social representations and the body not as unidirectional as
in the social model, or nonexistent as in the medical model, but as reciprocal” (Disability Theory
25). While previous essentialist and social models imply that disabled subjects are primarily
acted upon by either internal or external forces, complex embodiment fruitfully emplaces the
embodied subject within ongoing, corresponsive relationships with its “environmental,

representational, [and] corporeal” contexts in order to offer a concept of disability and disability
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subjectivities that affirms a self that is no less “whole” for being decentered, permanently partial,
interdependent, and dynamic (Disability Theory 27, 25). A “theory that describes reality as a
mediation, no less real for being such, between representation and its social objects,” complex
embodiment offers the possibility that subjects can transform the social representation of their
body or realign their social location through agential, embodied practice that achieves political
ends (Disability Theory 30, 26).

While Siebers begins to map a new materialist terrain, Alison Kafer populates it with a
range of intersectional bodies —texts, subjects, and social locations —that add granular specificity
to Siebers’s broad outlines. In Feminist, Queer, Crip (2013), Kafer proposes a
“political/relational model” of disability that situates disability “in built environments and social
patterns that exclude or stigmatize particular kinds of bodies, minds, and ways of being” (6). The
political/relational model breaks from the dominant social model of disability by “pluraliz[ing]
the ways we understand bodily instability” (7), particularly through a renewed attention to
nonnormative embodiment. While the disabled community shares a general mistrust of a
medical-industrial complex that has long essentialized and individuated disability, thereby
turning disabled people into consumers of curative procedures and products (and often into the
raw materials of medical research itself), Kafer’s model acknowledges the value many disabled
people find in medical intervention even as it exposes the influence that ableist ideology exerts
on most medical practices. By risking the re-medicalization of disability, Kafer takes seriously
the opportunity to foreground disability’s capacity to promote creative interdependence.

Moves like these that break apart the concepts of boundedness and autonomy are vital for
rendering disability legible as a material-semiotic phenomenon. Instead of affirming a Cartesian

formulation of matter as inert, theories of new materialisms hold in common that “materiality is



36

always something more than ‘mere’ matter: an excess, force, vitality, relationality, or difference
that renders matter active, self-creative, productive, unpredictable” (Coole and Frost 9).
Disability ecology locates this “something more” in the co-constituting relationships between
human subjects and the material actors, human and non-human, that produce the effects that
generate disablement and structure disability and its subjectivities. Such a view counters the
essentializing assumption that disability is located in material non-normative physical or
neurochemical characteristics that determine disabled subjects, and it instigates disability’s
productive movement away from inert matter or disembodied sociality and toward a material-
semiotic disability that structures subjectivities defined by creative interdependencies.

For this reason, I propose a theory of disability and its concomitant subjectivities that
focuses on networks from the self-reflexive perspectives of embodied, disabled subjects. This
ecological approach frames disability as the networked product of interdependent relationships
focalized through human subjects but extended to non-human actors like social institutions, state
policies that grant or rescind rights based upon perceived embodied capacities, assistive
technologies, companion animals, prosthetic devices, normative attitudes and beliefs, and even
literary genres. As George Eliot reminds us in an often quoted passage from Middlemarch
(1874), only the presence of a human subject can organize events and objects heretofore “going
everywhere impartially” into a “concentric arrangement” (167).

The value of disability ecology stands out in contrast to prior models of disability. The
medical, the social, and the business models theorize significant domains of disabled people’s
lived experiences, yet each isolates the disabled person (or groups of disabled people) as an
object to be acted upon by a particular discursive network. While these theoretical models

illuminate the power of particular sets of relationships to influence disabled people’s lives, each
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one—with its own criteria for organizing and critiquing disability —creates two unintentional
byproducts. First, they suggest that disability is, for the most part, determined by one specific
network or discourse —disability is, for example, embodied or social or an effect of market
forces—when subjectivity is always a complex, unstable product of multiple networks that move
in and out of positions of greater or lesser saliency depending on the disabled person’s social
location."

Second, these carefully defined models imply subdivisions within a disabled population
that needs fewer opportunities to see itself as fractured and more chances to act collectively to
secure equal rights for all its members. David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder (2010) address
this problem by describing the social bloc of disabled people as a “multitude,” an appropriation
of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s counterproposal to the homogenizing concepts of the
“people” or “the masses” (“Disability as Multitude” 179). As a designation for “an active social
subject” that is “composed of a set of singularities,” multitude preserves the internal difference
of the disability community and foregrounds what the singularities have in common, which, in
the case of disability, tends to be having “socially debilitating experiences” (“Disability as
Multitude” 179; Hardt and Negri 100, 99; Mitchell and Snyder, “Disability as Multitude” 192).
Mitchell and Snyder’s use of multitude makes sense as a macropolitical tool for resistance and
represents a powerful model for thinking through the ways that disability can affect political
change at local, national or global levels. However, both Mitchell and Snyder’s concept of
disability as multitude and the dominant models of disability (medical, social, and business)

leave the individual “singularities” who constitute the community relatively unexamined.

> This analytic subdivision also occurs in scholarship on literary disability and creates similar impasses. These
challenges are addressed later in the chapter.
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Disability subjectivities, the “singularities themselves,” require further theorization or else are at
risk of being elided or erased.

Disability is a flexible and capacious designation for and an index of states of being that
share a broad consensual definition, or what I call the strong definition of disability, as well as a
range of specific, local definitions that do not necessarily map onto one another. Gain suggests
this material-semiotic complexity by narrating the communicative misfirings between Laura and
her surgeon, her oncologist, her ex-husband, and her daughter. Each actor who surrounds Laura
attempts to classify or define Laura’s cancer but does so in a way that obscures it through the
multiplication of local uses. Her surgeon, Dr. Jenkins, defines that cancer by stage, although the
classification is indeterminate given the need for subsequent tests that themselves have large
margins for error, but her radiologist, who is concerned with the likelihood of the cancer’s spread
to other systems, defines the cancer by grade, meaning the size and shape of the tumor’s
margins. Don Bodey translates each classification into a numeric variable for use in calculating
Laura’s five-year survival rates, and Ellen, her daughter, only wants to know if the classifications
signify that her mother will recover. Thus, each actor has a local usage of cancer that matters
most to him or her—cancer as a function of rough or smooth tumor walls, cancer as the
gatekeeper to familial stability —and while these definitions are not all complementary, together
they produce “cancer” itself.

In order to build a model that can accommodate such a range of simultaneous usages of
disability, I draw upon Bruno Latour’s work on Actor-Network Theory (ANT), Susan Leigh Star
and Geoff Bowker’s work on boundary objects, and Annemarie Mol’s fieldwork on
atherosclerosis. Together, their scholarship demonstrates that social practices and relationships

drive the so-called hard science of the medical model and thus provide a foundation for my claim
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that disability is always material, always social, and always ecological. Conceptualized by Bruno
Latour, Michael Callon, and the sociologist John Law, ANT is a material-semiotic method that
extends agency to nonhuman actors as it maps and describes the relationships between things
(material) and concepts (semiotics) in transient, heterogeneous networks. ANT’s creed compels
the practitioner to “follow the actors themselves™ as “a way to register the links between unstable
and shifting frames of reference rather than simply [trying] to keep one frame stable” (Latour,
Reassembling 12,24). Allowing that ANT articulates a range of heterogeneous approaches, Scott
Kirsch and Don Mitchell suggest that it is “broadly characterized by the rejection of a series of
conceptually limiting (and putatively incapacitating) binary categories: macro/micro,
subject/object, human/nonhuman, nature/society, local/global, theory/method, and
structure/agency” (688). In order to develop ANT’s “strange potential” (Latour, “On Recalling
ANT?” 23), Latour reframes his practice of ANT into an “ecological” approach in Politics of
Nature (2003). Considered in this context, the resistance of marginalized actors to their own
disqualification or exclusion become “ecological crises” that result in new totalities, emergent
collectives that undergo perpetual reconfigurations that incorporate previously excluded
standpoints. Disability ecology is similarly grounded in “deep ecology,” meaning an awareness
of a given subject’s embeddedness in a dynamic “context or environment” (Sargisson 19), not
the “shallow ecology” most often referred to as environmentalism (Naess 96). Such attention to a
total field expresses a “desire for the redress of perceived imbalances in the distribution of value”
(Sargisson 19) between nonnormative embodiments and the actors in their ecological networks.
Star and Bowker’s category work and Mol’s fieldwork on atherosclerosis can be used
collaboratively to posit disability as a material-semiotic phenomenon. In institutional

environments such as doctor’s offices, hospitals, or rehabilitation centers, one often hears
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patients (or, most often for disabled people, oneself) referred to by a diagnosis: “‘the bilateral
amputee in 224’ or ‘the stroked out hemiplegic in 578" (Albrecht 70). Such diagnostic
metonymies, my term for these reductive descriptions, limit the complex subject to a single,
medicalized, typically pathological trait. For this reason, many disability theorists critique this
reductive practice, and Laura Bodey likewise bristles at “having her system referred to in the
third person while she’s still in the room” (Powers 82). Yet diagnostic metonymies often serve
important purposes in particular medical contexts. For example, the ubiquitous “we have a
gunshot coming in,” so often heard in television medical dramas, performs an important
organizational function by organizing various health care professionals with specific, localized
roles and responsibilities into consensual collaboration. In this hypothetical emergency, as in
actual ones, diagnostic metonymies prompt nurses, surgeons, and other triage personnel to
initiate simultaneous protocols across a range of work practices in an attempt to provide critical,
sometimes life-saving medical care. When diagnostic metonymies gain traction beyond medical
necessity or when they are used to mediate interactions between the social worlds of disabled
subjects and non-health care actors—in the workplace, the supermarket, or the playground, for
example —oppression occurs.

These metonymic functions illustrate that categories like “disability” operate as
“boundary objects,” meaning that each consensual, loose definition is composed of a range of
local, specific ones. Star and Bowker define boundary objects as “those objects that both inhabit
several communities of practice and satisfy the informational [and work] requirements of each”
(Bowker and Star 297). Such objects occur on the boundary between social worlds or
communities of practice —health care providers and disabled people, for example —and act as

objects because entities act toward or with them, not because they are necessarily composed of
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“prefabricated stuff”” or demonstrate “‘thing’-ness” (Star 603)."> Gain situates Laura’s cancer on
the border of many social worlds, and her initial consultation with the “specialist in Indy,”
presumably another oncologist who arranges her course of chemotherapy, demonstrates the
distinct differences that boundary objects typically coordinate. When the specialist describes
Laura’s tumor as “Grade Three,” Laura asks a simple follow-up question, “‘how can you tell it’s
a Grade Three,”” which he misinterprets as an attack on his diagnostic abilities. His immediate
response, “‘Well, I'll grant you that the measurement is somewhat subjective’” (Powers 110),
suggests that cancer, for him, is also an opportunity to validate his professional capabilities.
Later in the same conversation, he recommends a second-look surgery after she completes her
course of chemotherapy, and when she asks “‘what will that tell,”” meaning what new
information will this procedure reveal, he again misinterprets her and replies, “‘Well, you may
be right. There’s some debate about whether invasive second-look surgery is reliable enough to
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merit the possible complications’” (Powers 110-1). The specialist’s miscomprehension of
Laura’s questions suggests that their distinct social locations—cancer patient, radiologist—
structure specific, divergent understandings of cancer that come into uneasy contact under the
strong definition.

The boundary object is a useful tool for understanding how the varied, specific meanings

of disability achieve a consensual stability in dominant culture. By framing disability as a

boundary object, one can prise open the monolithic, durable category of “disability” and reveal a

"3 Star and James Griesemer first articulate the concept in their article, “Institutional Ecology, ‘Translations,” and
Boundary Objects: Amateurs and Professionals on Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology” (1989). In their
analysis of the museum’s founding, Star and Griesemer discover that various groups with nonconsensual interests
often work collaboratively by treating objects both in communal, ill-defined ways and in particular, strictly defined
ways. They discovered that ornithological specimens serve as boundary objects when they connect the disparate
interests of amateur birders, who are the primary collectors for the museum, and of professional biologists, who
organize and legitimize the specimens. The birders do not necessarily have an investment in the material practices of
the biologists, who do not, in turn, necessarily care about the leisure activities of the birders. However, the
specimens allow both groups to satisfy their idiosyncratic interests by working together.
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complex and fluid network of relationships between the disabled subject and other actors,
including non-human ones, whose individual concepts of “disability” constitute the strong
definition as it is commonly understood."* Together, the disabled person, the boundary object,
and the social worlds it connects function as an ecology, meaning the aggregate of interactional
relationships between organisms and other actors in their environments. Once the local, non-
consensual formations of disability are made to appear, one can choose to listen to their
individual claims or to help them speak. In this way, a more objective, comprehensive, and
egalitarian concept of disability can emerge.

Annemarie Mol’s field-defining The Body Multiple (2002) serves as a template for this
type of investigation, finding that multiple local uses of a consensual term (atherosclerosis)
actually produce discrete conceptual objects. Like Star, Mol understands that “the objects
handled in practice are not the same from one site to another” even if they trade under the same
name (Mol 5). Instead of considering atherosclerosis as a “single [point] of focus of different
people’s perspectives,” which suggests that a single objective atherosclerosis exists that is simply
interpreted in multiple ways, she describes each atherosclerosis as an aggregated thing
“manipulated in practices” by actors as diverse as “the body, the patient, the disease, the doctor,
the technician, [and] the technology” (4-5). Each socio-material practice produces and maintains
a specific ontology that establishes a given atherosclerosis as a discrete object. Thus, for Mol,
atherosclerosis only becomes legible when one accounts for the entire range of extant

atheroscleroses. The more capacious category “disability,” one that collects a host of diseases,

'* One might be inclined to visualize this investigative work as peeling an onion, with the removal of each layer
leading toward a greater understanding of the core, or apex, where the axillary bud lies dormant, ready to reproduce
the whole onion. Yet a boundary object is less like a common onion and more like a bulb of garlic—as you peel it
open, you reveal many similar yet self-contained cloves until, suddenly, you realize there is no center at all.
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including atherosclerosis, and other non-medical differences, is likewise a composite of different
practices and nonnormative embodiments.

Disability ecology breaks from these STS (Science, Technology, and Society) approaches
by emphasizing the human subject as the epicenter of such networks and by actively intervening
in the disability ecologies it reveals through acts of interpretation. For Latour, networks
themselves take center stage, while for Mol each atherosclerosis appears as a coequal of the
others. In this light, Latour’s and Mol’s work may be said to concern disabled people, but not
directly involve them. Kirsch and Mitchell challenge STS approaches such as these for their
failure to acknowledge that within such networks power may be “relational and may have
numerous points of contact, application, or effect” while also being “‘centered’ —centered in
institutions, in individuals, or in structured social relations” (691). They resist the disciplinary
neutrality of a typical STS approach due to the methodological disinterest in “the search for
causes of, and thus accountability for, the effects of power which it traces” (692). A crucial
difference between ANT and disability ecology concerns the role of critique. For Latour, a good
ANT account relies upon purely descriptive writing to “deploy actors as networks” and resists
the urge to criticize or explain (Reassembling 136—140, emphasis in original), while disability
ecology insists on no such prohibition. In this study of literary fiction, disability ecology actively
intervenes in the disability ecologies it reveals through acts of interpretation. As Gary Albrecht
rightly argues, “it is the person that has the social position and relationships with others,” not the

ecology itself (71).

Crip/Queer Phenomenology under the Sign of Disability Ecology
The strong definition of disability conceals the social relationships that transform

arbitrary corporeal, neurological, or psychological characteristics into signs used to justify socio-
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political marginalization and exclusion. Through the lens of disability ecology, disability appears
as a flexible material-semiotic object that typically operates at the local level in a variety of
strictly defined, competing formulations and at the general, loosely defined level as a criterion
for socio-economic disqualification. The embodied experience of these contingent networks
produce disability subjectivities that structure disabled subjects’ social orientations, meaning
both the physical and ideological points-of-view that appear as natural and given. While
disability activists have long drawn attention to the ways that the built environment directs and
denies disabled people’s lives through varying degrees of accessibility, disability ecology
extends this awareness to the social and ideational environment, investigating how attitudes,
beliefs, and practices inflect disabled subjectivities through the performance of normalcy. “To be
orientated,” Sara Ahmed argues, “is also to be turned to certain objects, those that help us find
our way” (Ahmed 1). Of course, a turn toward one object is a turn away from another, perhaps
many others. When social protocols direct disabled lives toward ableist objects or goals and
away from objects and experiences that validate nonnormative embodiments as benign human
variation, those actions risk alienating disabled people from their own best interests as
nonnormatively embodied subjects. Just as Ahmed’s project involves “redirecting our attention
to different objects” than those used to produce and propagate heteronormative standards (3),
disability ecology emphasizes those objects that matter to disabled people and that ableist culture
typically discounts or overlooks. Disability ecology also shares with queer phenomenology a
commitment to revealing their subjects as active knowledge producers whose very existence
marks a form of resistance against hegemonic, normative identity.

Gain speaks to the phenomenological power of disability subjectivity when Laura

considers her home from her new post-operative and —diagnosis embodiment. Laura awakens
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into disability subjectivity —meaning a social “location of consciousness, knowing, thinking, or
feeling” (Moser 377) that responds to disability —by becoming acutely aware of the materiality
of embodiment that the figure of the liberal subject typically represses. Contemporary notions of
the liberal individual emphasize autonomy and self-reliance, what Ingunn Moser refers to as
“centred control,” meaning a subject’s capacity to act as an agent based upon “a competence that
implies that the person knows, has an overview of the situation, can control it, and is in a
position to act” (Moser 381). As a recipe for a normative subject, “centred control” masks the
network of “embodied relations and arrangements” that human subjects have with sets of
“ordered relations” and other non-human actors such as infrastructural networks, social
institutions, and technologies (Moser 382, 381). Disability productively unmasks this phantom.
After recognizing the way that cancer allows her body to be commoditized, Laura uses
her embodied experiences of the disease and its treatment to perceive the ways that the logic of
consumption had shaped her pre-diagnosis sense of her home both spatially and affectively.
Because she moves more slowly during her recovery from the hysterectomy than she had before,
her house becomes “much bigger than it was”; sedated, she no longer remembers which rooms
connect, and the house seems a tenuous, contingent assemblage of components (Powers 93). As
her sense of time and distance as quantifiable objects changes, so does her sense of their relative
values. She thinks that her formerly pride-inducing square footage is “massively irrelevant,” that
the designation of particular rooms for particular functions has less to do with their use value—
“Utility room, laundry room, rec room, study, den. How many things must one person do? How
many rooms does anyone need to do them in?”—and everything to do with the expectation to
furnish them through acts of consumption (93). The home that had buffered her from thoughts of

mortality before her diagnosis, she realizes, has “never been anything more than an obligation”
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to be filled with “her carefully coordinated furniture” (93). Laura’s home operates as a composite
body that disaggregates into fragments when seen through the lens of disability while Clare
achieves durability through the accretion of legal discourses and socio-political institutions.

In addition to accounting for the agentic capacity of nonhuman actors, conceptualizing
disability subjectivities through the lens of ecology provides two other immediate advantages.
First, an ecological approach preserves the integrity of the human subject while insisting that
relationships with other actors —including prosthetic technologies—matter and have material
effects. Such a view arrests the presumably benevolent impulse to describe nonnormative
embodiments as sites for the elaboration of a posthuman subject capable of transcending the so-
called limitations of embodiment. Donna Haraway argues that such views typically produce
“some kind of blissed-out technobunny joy in information” (Gane and Haraway 139). Despite
such formations seeming to celebrate “rootlessness, alienation, and psychological distance
between individuals and groups,” as Arjun Appadurai argues, those formations also typically
foster “fantasies (or nightmares) of electronic propinquity” (Appadurai 28). These models of
discontinuity often double deal by celebrating discontinuity while fetishizing imagined prosthetic
connections that seamlessly articulate the “somatic architecture” of the body with technological
artifacts (Marketou and Dominguez)." In a troubling illustration of this phenomenon, Barbara E.
Gibson appropriates Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the “body without organs” to support her
claim that the “myriad relationships between persons with disabilities and the machines, tools,
persons, or animals that assist them” demand that “dependency” be reconsidered as

“connectivity” (Gibson 187). Yet her reasoning ultimately treats the body with organs as a

' The recent biomedical turn toward a science of life on the molecular level, as Nikolas Rose (2007) argues,
engages the same hope for a mythic plenitude of enhancement but does so by mystifying the adaptability of the
human genome. The molecular turn results not in a utopic appropriation of Haraway’s cyborg or Deleuze and
Guattari’s “Body without Organs,” but in a fantasy of the hyperbiological body. For a critique of this molecular
trajectory, see Jiirgen Habermas’s The Future of Human Nature (2003).



47

similarly virtual apparatus. Writing about a man who “breathes with a ventilator” and uses many
other technological artifacts to eat, talk, and move, she claims:
He is a fluid body, not a subject, but a conglomeration of energies. He has
replaceable parts. When the biological part fails, it is replaced by a metal and
plastic one. When that fails, it is upgraded. New, shiny, smooth parts replace old,
obsolete ones. .... The number of body holes increase, and they are filled with
tubes, liquids and gases. (Gibson 191)
Setting aside the curious omission of this man’s own account of his embodied experience —
Gibson quotes directly two other people she uses to illustrate her postmodern (non)subject—as
well as the question of who exactly pays for these perpetual “upgrades” under the conditions of a
neoliberal state that typically renders disabled people as non-productive, even Gibson’s
triumphal assessment cannot free itself of the disabled body’s all-too-material burden. Despite
the apparent joy taken in this paradigmatic description of a posthuman being (“He is an
excitation,” she claims (191, emphasis added)), Gibson is forced to acknowledge the
irreducibility of the body amid her technofetishist formulation. For the body without organs to
continue its relentless tacking between deterritorialization and reterritorialization, she admits that
one has to “keep enough of the organism for it to reform each dawn...to keep small rations of
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subjectivity in sufficient quantity...to respond to the dominant reality’” (Deleuze and Guattari
qtd. in Gibson 191). While Gibson treats this nebulous kernel of the embodied subject as a pesky
remainder, disability ecology considers it the cornerstone of the human subject.

Just as Donna Haraway resists identifying her work as posthuman, I define disability

ecology against those concepts of difference that frame nonnormative embodiment as a missing

link to the nirvana of dematerialized databodies. “I never wanted to be posthuman, or
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posthumanist,” Haraway writes, for “there is still urgent work to be done in reference to those
who must inhabit the troubled categories of woman and human” (“Encounters” 99). Even if one
were to find seductive the fantasy of a seamless and comfortable wetware-hardware interface, the
classification of humans who use prosthetic limbs or other assistive devices as posthuman
effaces those subjects’ perpetual disqualification from full participation in civic and social life.
Maybe there is an advantage to never being “human,” but surely it is an act of privilege to
presume that this is so. Moreover, framing disability as an occasion of posthuman exceptionality
obscures the economic realities of neoliberal capitalism that make such a posthumanism
inaccessible for a majority of the population, disabled or non-disabled. With more than a quarter
of disabled adults in the U.S. living below the poverty line (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith
18), access to prosthetics, especially the advanced technologies that inspire posthuman
fetishization, remain unobtainable. Only ableist privilege keeps one from realizing that a subject
must first be human before she can transcend it.

Second, the ecological approach provides a method for textual interpretation that exposes
the discursive sweep of disability as a category while it transforms a narratological practice that
is largely anthropocentric. If the heart of any narrative, as Roland Barthes suggests, lies in its
sequence of cardinal functions, meaning those textual descriptions of actions that are
foundational to the plot, disability ecology implies that the sense of what constitutes a cardinal
function may vary depending on the network of actors that critics identify in a given scene or
text (Barthes, “Structural Analysis” 248). A reading informed by disability ecology combines
critical reading’s awareness of narrative as an ideologically charged cultural production with
close reading’s attention to the relationship between word, syntax, and pattern. Just as disability

ecology asserts that disability appears within a network of practices performed in many social
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locations and through various discourses, an ecological reading of literary narrative asserts that
disability appears in a text not as either a social or a physical object but as a material-semiotic
practice performed by multiple actors, including disability-evoking signifiers or signs,
representations, and formal elements. Because any socio-material network may pass out of
existence or shape shift from one form to another before the observer can see it in full, let alone
reach any conclusions, the critic must produce a descriptive account of the social relations
between the various actors that together produce a given disability. While this task proves
difficult when the object is a disabled person, for these aggregates of ephemeral actors exist only
during action and exhibit an effervescence that makes them difficult objects to perceive, let alone
analyze,'® one can turn to literary representations of disability to trace the thematic
representations and formal traces of disability textualized in literary fiction. Such readings
simultaneously critique the systemic gaps in literary criticism that disability studies has long
assailed, productively “disabling” those traditions instead of folding disability into a larger set of
textual signs worth noting in normative ways, and establish disability subjectivity as a valid site
of knowledge production.'’

As lived manifestations of disability ecologies, disability subjectivities provide
opportunities to challenge dominant presumptions of normative embodiment, to reinvigorate
aesthetics through a turn away from idealism to corporeal affectivity, and to effect social change
by insisting on disability as “a form of diversity, and [...] as a critical concept for thinking about

human identity in general” (Siebers, Disability Theory 3). In this way, disability subjectivities

'® A socio-material network comes into being at a particular moment and passes out of existence when those acts are
complete, when some actors leave the network, or when new actors are enrolled (Latour, Reassembling 65).

"7 This movement within disability theory is perhaps best exemplified by the work of James Charlton’s Nothing
about Us without Us (2000), Paul K. Longmore’s The New Disability History (2001), and David Mitchell and
Sharon Snyder’s Cultural Locations of Disability (2006), as well as their work on disability as a category outside
non-productive labor power, “Disability as Multitude: Re-working Non-Productive Labor Power” (2010).
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demonstrate certain affinities with Donna Haraway’s cyborg-subject who invalidates “the
founding myth of original wholeness” and does not perceive “the drama of life to be
individuation, separation, the birth of the self, and the tragedy of autonomy” (“Manifesto” 33,
34). Instead of affirming the normative autonomous subject, disability subjectivities demonstrate
that all human subjects are permanently partial, aggregate beings who undergo ceaseless
transformation based upon the quantity and quality of their relations to other human and non-
human actors. To the inextricable relationships shared by non-normative bodyminds and
discursive practices we now turn, for these entanglements matter not only to literary figures but

also to matters of literal life and death.

Subjects without End: Human and Nonhuman Actors in Literary Disability Narrative
Gain represents disability subjectivity as a more democratic and mimetic model of human

subjectivity itself. While normative characterizations underwritten by the ideology of ability
typically privilege the trope of autonomy over the complex, networked relationships that most
humans experience (Garland-Thomson 22), Powers’s novel refuses to present Laura through a
minoritizing view of difference. Arguing against an essentialist distinction between disabled and
non-disabled subjects even as it uses disability as an instrument to register its critique, the novel
represents Laura’s development of a disability subjectivity that interrogates and gradually
displaces her typical assumptions about normative subjectivity under late capitalism. Disabled by
her cancer and the chemotherapy drugs meant to treat it, she learns that so-called “healthy”
human subjects only temporarily inhabit states of non-disability that are naturalized through
cultural practices and discourse.'® After her first three-day chemotherapy treatment, Laura

realizes that “no one really knows their real body” and that “well-being is nothing but an

"® Some in the disability community refer to those who are not currently disabled with the shorthand “TABS,”
meaning the Temporarily Able-Bodied.
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impostor, a beautiful girl who turns into a hag at neap tide when the spell breaks and reason at
last sees through her” (Powers 129).

Clearly, Laura’s revelations are not only metaphysical. By dramatizing Laura’s change in
subjectivity, Powers argues that disability produces knowledge about the material and social
world shared by all human and non-human subjects. She recognizes that dominant culture is
insulated from the knowledge that disability subjectivity makes available to the extent that
“nobody knows what’s blossoming inside” his or her body because of the soporific effects of
“the standing, routine pileup of diversions” that pass as expressive individualism (94-95). The
narrative demonstrates how the networked, non-optional links between individual bodies,
features of the natural and built environments, and the subject’s social location coalesce into a
durable disability ecology that, in turn, produces disability and disability subjectivities. Powers
focuses particularly on Laura’s lived experience of cancer, and this emphasis brings attention to
a set of regulatory and classificatory beliefs and practices of a biopolitical medical industry that
has long attended people with disabilities.

Many of Laura’s experiences can be read through the dehumanizing lens of the “sick
role,” meaning a particular social role that ill or otherwise disabled subjects are expected to
perform. to a subject’s experience of illness. First defined by Talcott Parsons in The Social
System (1951), the sick role has four distinct characteristics: one bears no responsibility for one’s
illness, one is exempt from normal obligations, one should try to get well, and one must seek
competent help (437). The first two characteristics serve a “good function,” according Mol, for
they provide accommodations to the sick person, while the final two characteristics perform

negative functions in that they impose requirements on the subject, thus rendering the sick role
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undesirable (8).'° Both sets of expectations work in concert to transform her into a disabled
subject: while the former frames her as a recipient of compensation for her diminished
capacities, the latter creates personal responsibilities of self-maintenance out of heretofore
systemic obligations.”” Laura’s experiences as a person disabled both by cancer and its
debilitating treatment demonstrate these competing criteria. For example, at her first post-
operative consult, Laura is relieved of responsibility by her surgical oncologist, Dr. Jenkins.
Jenkins admits that medical science has not achieved consensus on the causes of ovarian cancer,
assures Laura that the diagnosis was not her fault, and renders her a victim of a force beyond her
control. Following Jenkins’s advice to live her life as before, Laura continues to work during the
early months of her chemotherapy. Presenting his act as one of goodwill, her employer, Lindsey,
renders Laura exempt from the typical obligations that define her selfthood. Although the effects
of her treatment give her less energy to follow up on her leads, she continues to make sales.
When her sales numbers fall below her quota and potential clients comment on her appearance,
Lindsey places her on leave, offers her cash to stay financially solvent, and tells her she can

return to work when she feels up to it. Contrary to Mol’s reading of exemption as a “good

' On these elements of the sick role, Mol writes, “since escaping from the usual obligation to work means that
‘being sick’ may also be attractive, there is potentially a threat [to the social order]. If everybody were to stop
working by calling themselves sick, the system would collapse. This is why... ‘the sick role’ has two more elements”
(Mol 7). Mol eventually argues that Parson’s sick role is limited due to its basis in functionalism, a method that
explains events solely with respect to their impacts on the social system.

% Prior to the neoliberal turn in the late 20" century —an ideological shift marked by the ascension of Ronald
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s and by the “Washington Consensus” fueled by Bill Clinton and Tony
Blair in the 1990s—the postwar U.S. state had been organized according to the principles of “embedded liberalism”
(Harvey 11). According to David Harvey, an embedded liberal state surrounds market activities with “a web of
social and political constraints and a regulatory environment” in order to focus on “full employment, economic
growth, and the welfare of its citizens” (Harvey 10). Neoliberal politicians, corporations, and activists hope to spring
capital from these restraints. In order to achieve this aim, neoliberal proponents attempt to rend any social safety net
by opposing collective decision making and interpersonal solidarity with market logic that transforms subjects into
“juridical individuals” who interact according to “freely negotiated contractual obligations” (Harvey 64). Whereas
the embedded liberal state shouldered some responsibility for the health and welfare of its citizens, the “free”
neoliberal citizen “is responsible for his or her own actions and well-being” in the “realms of welfare, education,
health care, and even pensions” (65). Under such a system, as Laura learns, one would do well to remember Marx’s
argument that within a capitalist system, “the worker must be free in the double sense that as a free individual he can
dispose of his labour-power as his own commodity, and that, on the other hand, he has no other commodity for sale”
(272-3).
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function” of the sick role (Mol 8), Laura experiences Lindsey’s actions as a form of oppression
that deprived her of the right to make a living and that unraveled the prior relationships that had
produced her pre-diagnosis subjectivity.

Due to her interactions with familial, social, and economic networks, Laura feels
compelled to “try to get well” and “seek competent help,” the two corrective elements in the sick
role. These two elements operate as a pivot between the functionalist sick role conceived under a
self-consciously liberal welfare state at midcentury and the biopolitical self-regulating subject
constituted by the ideologically neoliberal state at the century’s end. As the postwar state turned
away from embedded liberalism toward neoliberalism after a period of “stagflation” in the
1970s, each citizen became “responsible and accountable for his or her own actions and well-
being” in all facets of life, including health care (Harvey 65). Under the authority of a
normalizing biomedical regime, each individual must “analyze, reflect [on], and normalize™ his
or her health as part of being a good citizen (Fries 355). While this exercise of biopower occurs
for the benefit of the state, which can draw upon its self-regulating population as a strategic
resource, the responsibility of maintaining health shifts from the state to the individual (355). All
subjects under neoliberalism are encouraged to practice techniques of self-care, a phenomenon
that transforms formerly “healthy” normative subjects into vulnerable ones who must constantly
guard against their eventual, inevitable slippage into illness or disability. As soon as Laura is
diagnosed, her family and close friends presume that she will try to get well, which initially
means traveling to Indianapolis to meet with a specialist who determines her course of treatment
without having read her chart (Powers 109). They also expect her to try all available options in
an attempt to be cured. After she declines a second round of chemotherapy, she worries over her

decision’s effects on her young children: she continues to feel guilt despite her
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phenomenological knowledge of the treatment’s injurious effects and her rational judgment
about the slim chance that it could work. In the same vein, friends and acquaintances often
remind her to maintain a “positive outlook,” to visualize away the cancer, as though they
presume that there is more that Laura herself could or should do. Even Lindsey, whose offer for
sick leave renders Laura exempt, expects her to seek curative treatment in order to return to the
sales force, although a cynic may argue that his offer to hold open her position is made with the
expectation that he will not have to honor it. Laura only allows herself to slough her guilt when
Tim, her son, tells her that she no longer has to fight for life on their behalf.

Entangled in a web of medical professionals and facilities that treat her as a consumer
and a commodity, Laura undergoes profound transformations in her subjectivity. These
adaptations that disability makes available demonstrate how her non-disabled subjectivity
functions upon ideological beliefs and practices that mystify particular material conditions that
her disability reveals. Diagnosed as ill and, therefore, disqualified from full participation in civic
and social life, Laura moves through a variety of medical facilities that strip her of all social roles
but that of care receiver. She sees hospitals as sites of commerce and her specialist’s office as a
“giant, state-of-the-art cancer-fixing factory that enjoys a regional monopoly,” a site where she
passes as raw material through “the medical equivalent of one of those assembly lines” (112).
Dominant culture does not frame the sick individual as a productive agent or a producer of
knowledge, she learns, but as a raw material to be transformed by the medico-industrial complex
on the one hand and as a faithful, dependent consumer on the other. Powers drives this double-
edged reduction home in an instance of dark irony: the narrator divulges that many of the

chemicals in her ineffective course of chemotherapy are Clare products and that Mercy
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Foundation Hospital, where she undergoes treatment, owes its modern facilities to philanthropic
gifts from the company.

Disability ecology asserts that the status of the non-human object, humankind’s often
neglected supplement, must be raised up. If we grant that an individual self never escapes some
level of objectification, as Siebers claims when he writes, “A self is always another’s object, and
most of us manage the care of ourselves as if our self were our most precious object” (The
Subject 134), it follows that we might also value the capacity of non-human objects to
demonstrate agency and exert structural pressure on human subjects. Mutually responsive
interaction “does not mean ‘equality,”” as Donna Haraway argues, “but it does mean paying
attention to the conjoined dance of significant otherness,” her term for “patterns within which the
players are neither wholes nor parts” (Companion Species 41, 12).

By framing Laura’s cancer as a result of environmental pollution produced by Clare
International, a company that has been granted corporate personhood, Powers emphasizes the
agentic capacity of nonhuman actors. While readers easily grant agency to human characters in
fiction, and even some nonhuman animals, fewer would grant agency to a corporation like Clare
International. Gain anthropomorphizes Clare in a homologous narrative strand that recounts the
company’s growth into a fully-developed corporate personhood as a publicly-traded,
multinational, limited liability corporation (Maliszewski 166) from its initial formation as a
chandlery. In its description of the early 19" century trade business of Jephthah Clare, the father
of the three founding brothers of Clare, the novel foregrounds the figural importance of
networks: able to turn a profit due to the “sheer markup of distance,” Jephthah “lived less in
cities than on the sea routes between them” (Powers 7). The suggestion that Jephthah creates

value by manipulating the interstices between nodes in a geographical network foregrounds the
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novel’s interest in the “magic of paperwork,” meaning the social practices that produce human
and non-human actors (8).*!

The narrator’s invocation of capital’s occult powers establishes a frame in which to
interpret Clare’s manufactory turn and subsequent development. First a Boston chandlery, then a
nationwide presence during Reconstruction, and finally a globally branded multinational
corporation, Clare relies upon a network of social practices and emergent technologies to power
its growth into its final form. For example, Clare benefits from technological advances in candle
making equipment and practices; horizontal growth into soap making; the transcontinental
railroad’s capacity to collapse distance and transform once-remote towns into viable markets; a
boom due to shrewd government contracts during the Civil War; and deft marketing practices in
order to generate ever increasing profits. Despite founding brother Samuel Clare’s belief that
incorporation is “failure” because “an owner [who] couldn’t manage his own firm without
special privileges...had no right to stay in business,” the widow of his brother Resolve, Julia
Clare, convinces Samuel to incorporate when the company “had grown too large, profit had gone
too wayward for any other solution” (Powers 175). An official charter of incorporation grants
Clare protection from risk and constitutes the company as one “composite body” through legal
language, including the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution that extends due process
to it (175, 179-80).

Yet Gain denies any attempt to read the novel as an outright indictment of incorporation
through its ambivalent conclusion that ties the cure for cancer to the conditions that produced it
in Laura. Now an adult, Tim Bodey works as a computer developer for a biotech start up, where

he is part of a group that develops a “Janus-faced” algorithm capable of working in “two

1 Of course, the fact that Karl Marx discredits this belief of political economy in Capital with the labor theory of
value troubles the narrative’s economic mimesis, but not its figurative use of a nascent global capital network.
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directions” (Powers 405). Applied to proteins, the program “told how a given sequence would
fold up and behave” and “for any enzymatic action, the program also supplied a sequence recipe”
(405). Such flexibility allows the program to interact with a “score of other machines” to create a
“universal chemical assembly plant at the level of the cell” capable of producing “anything the
damaged cell called out for” (Powers 405). It is implied that the first use for this new network of
technologies will be to cure cancer. The description of the algorithm as “Janus-faced” links this
discovery to the early soap making efforts of the original Clare brothers, who perceive soap as a
“Janus-face intermediary between [the] seeming incompatibles” of soluble and insoluble
materials (405, 50). This set of descriptions equates soap, the product that secured Clare’s
success which, in turn, lead to the eventual release of the carcinogenic byproducts that caused
Laura’s cancer, with cancer’s imminent cure. Likewise, Tim’s suggestion that “it might be time
for the little group of them to incorporate” closes the novel with a recuperation of the term that
has been linked to the unfolding tragedy of the narrative. That the money to incorporate, an act
that will lead to cancer’s cure, will come from Tim’s inherited portion of the class-action

settlement adds yet another instance of tragic irony to the novel’s argument.

Better Living as Chemistry: ‘“Mutable Substance Had no Final Shape”
Representations of disability in Gain illustrate what disabled people, critical disability
studies, and Science and Technology Studies (STS) theorists have long known: one can no
longer think about the self as an autonomous agent who experiences freedom only when
disembedded from social relationships. Gain frames Laura’s disability as an ecology constructed
from an ever-changing network of social relationships between other human and non-human

actors, such as the biomedical industry, the built environment, and the ideology of expressive
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individualism.** Powers grants positions at the front of the stage to the affective capacities of
specific non-human actors such as medical protocols, chemotherapy drugs, corporate brand
management methods, built environments, and abstract ideological structures like work,
motherhood, and romantic partnership. The narrative connects each actor with Laura and
explores how the interactions of their particular agentic forces structure her embodied experience
of disability. Through these representations of human and non-human entanglements,
particularly that of Laura and Clare International, Gain poses complex questions about the
experience of nonnormative embodiments; environmental justice; the effects of capitalist logic as
it interpellates noneconomic areas of human activity; the arbitrary natures of disability and
ability as categories of disqualification and social inclusion, respectively; the porosity of the
border between human and non-human actors; and the contingency of human subjectivities
inflected by other bodies, technologies, built environments, and social institutions.

Powers twists the stories of Laura and Clare International into a helix that seems by the
novel’s end more like a Mobius strip—one cannot definitively state where the human or
corporate agents begin or end. Powers does not create a story in which Laura and Clare intersect
like two discreet, autonomous entities that encounter one another in a neutral field of nature. The
novel depicts Clare’s and Laura’s development as inverse movements between embodiment and
social practices and beliefs, and it represents this relationship by intertwining two narrative
threads in which each subject is a principal player. After an opening section that introduces

Lacewood,” the narrative immediately splits into two arcs that trace the complex entanglements

*? In his work on automobility, Cotten Seiler describes expressive individualism as an emergent ideology in early
20" century U.S. culture that stresses “expression and fulfillment of a unique inner self through commodified leisure
and consumption” in order to “justif[y] the regimes of corporate capitalism and consumer culture” (Seiler 13, 12).

» These opening pages act as an overture for the themes that the novel will develop by introducing Lacewood’s mid-
nineteenth century bid to encourage Clare to locate a plant there, the town’s resulting dependence on Clare for its
economic and civic health, the transformative power of capitalist modes of production on personal and civic
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between human and non-human actors and that demand the continuous evaluation of affinities
between Laura’s human and Clare’s non-human subjectivities. One narrative arc focuses on the
development of Clare International from the mid-nineteenth century to the near present, and the
other focuses on Laura and the transformations that occur in her subjectivity as effects of
disability during the last year of her life. Clare transcends the limitations of its material base
through the semiotic effect of incorporation, and Laura gains a fuller awareness of embodiment
by confronting language’s inability to contain the excessive signification of cancer.

The contrapuntal motion of the novel asks the reader to consider the ways in which Clare
and Laura mutually constitute one another. The story suggests an environment where both
corporate and human subjects shape and are shaped by their networked relationships to a
symbolic order that is itself shaped by the spread of late capitalism. Clare, a person under law,
seems to function as the antagonist, the embodiment of the malign force of late capitalism that
both causes Laura’s cancer and monetizes her death by offering a cash settlement.”* However,
the novel goes to great lengths to demonstrate that both Laura’s pre- and post-diagnosis
subjectivities and the freedoms granted to corporate personhood are results of social practices,
neither manifestations of transcendental powers nor the fruits of a transhistorical nature. Through
this formation, the novel critiques conceptions of the post-Enlightenment subject who is an
autonomous, free, and rational agent and who develops through various encounters with a nature
that remains resolutely separate (Mansfield 11). But Gain does not figure the new, hybrid, and

distributed subject as a fall from grace in need of cure or salvation.

identity, the small town’s networked relationships with other geopolitical actors such as “London, Boston, Fiji,
Disappointment Bay” that enable Clare’s business development model, and the paradoxical invisibility that Clare
enjoys in the town through its very ubiquity (Powers 3).

* By giving the company an anthropomorphic, presumptively feminine name, the novel invites the reader to
consider the possible homologies between Clare’s corporate personhood and Laura’s disability subjectivity.
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According to the logic of the narrative world that Powers creates, any barrier between the
human agent and the social world is semi-permeable at best. Together, the two stories annealed
within one narrative represent a contemporary human agent whose subjectivity cannot be
rendered legible outside the network of mutually constituting relationships that he or she shares
with other human and non-human actors.” Thus, both the human and the corporation in Gain
appear as material-semiotic entities, effects of physical qualities and processes as well as
products of language and semiotic systems. Collapsing the distinctions between the human and
the non-human at their most fundamental level, the novel interrogates the meaning of being
itself. Significantly, Powers conducts this interrogation by dramatizing the transition from mid-
twentieth century assumptions about disabled subjects to a contemporary neoliberal model. Both
Laura and Clare appear in states of perpetual becoming, non-teleological subjects who, like the
chemical byproducts that Clare’s chemists continuously repurpose, appear as “mutable
substance” that has “no final shape” (Powers 164).

Given the richness and the breadth of these textual details, any critical analysis that does
not plumb Laura’s phenomenological experience of embodiment and the environment, her social
locations in the disparate networks with which she routinely interacts, and her mutually
constitutive relationship with Clare —understood in its full complexity as a geopolitical actor —
fails to capture the full flower of her disability subjectivity. While the current paradigms
employed in extant readings of literary representations of disability presume to speak primarily
about texts as repositories for extratextual attitudes about disability, literary analysis can also

produce knowledge about disability’s reliance on sign systems to make meaning. Like the Clare

» Many of these alternating chapters are connected by representations of Clare’s marketing copy, suggesting that as
one moves away from productive labor, one remains bound to economic modes of production through the practices
of affective labor.
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facilities on the edge of town, disability is a “black box™ until an ecological reading brings its
constituent elements into view.

The details that Powers includes in the centuries-long history of Clare International
suggest that the contemporary problems of multinational capitalism that the corporation
embodies differ in degree but not in kind from those produced by its earlier incarnations. In the
novel’s present, the corporation’s influence is ubiquitous in Lacewood, a “town [that] would
have dozed forever”:

The town could not hold a corn boil without its corporate sponsor. The

company cuts every other check, writes the headlines, sings the school

fight song. It plays the organ at every wedding and packs the rice that

rains down on the departing honeymooners. It staffs the hospital and funds

the ultrasound sweep of uterine seas where Lacewood’s next of kin lie

gray and ghastly, asleep in the deep. (5)
With a finger in every pie and the promise of its “ghastly” progeny threatening the future of the
Lacewood, Clare appears as a present day incarnation of a set of concerns—from the
development of the credit economy to the urbanization of rural space to the ethical stakes in
capitalist accumulation—that has preoccupied American subjects since manufacturing
decentered the agrarian economy in the late 19" century. Remarkably, although Laura is marked
by ovarian cancer, the novel renders her unremarkable, a universal subject of late capitalism
whose phenomenological experience of disability foregrounds the entangled relationships that
produce any given subjectivity. Powers’s deployment of disability likewise rehearses a trope of
characterization common in American realist novels of the fin de siécle that use disability as a

foil in their critiques of the spread of capitalism, a case study in their justifications for the
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expansion of the democratic polis, and as a catalyst meant to reinvigorate an aesthetic tradition
beholden to the conventions of the old world. A conspicuous technique of life, disability is made
to mark a conspicuous thematic and aesthetic nonconformity beginning in the late 19" century

“aesthetic of the common” (Kaplan 13).
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CHAPTER TWO

The Spectacular Banality of Literary Disability

... give me a neutral, anatomic body, a body which

signifies nothing!
Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida

The representation of disability has an efficaciousness that
ultimately transcends the literary domain and refuses to be

assimilated to it.
Ato Quayson, Aesthetic Nervousness
Representation declines into genre.

Georg Lukacs, “Narrate or Describe?”

“You are making him, and he will be a monster”

The peony, an ornamental flower popularized in the United States during the 19" century
(Matthaei-Nichols Arboretum), has been known for its medicinal qualities since antiquity. The
earliest extant scientific treatment of the peony is found in De Materia Medica, a herbal written
by the Greek physician Pedanios Dioscorides in 77 CE (Halda and Waddick 15). The peony’s
alleged medicinal properties are strongest in the root, less powerful in the flower, and most dilute

in the leaves. When taken alone or in admixture as a tea, the peony has been used to treat a range
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of ailments and general “troubles,” including muscle cramps, gout, arthritis, respiratory
problems, skin diseases, heart trouble, migraine headaches, nervousness, and hemorrhoids
(WebMD). The flowering Paeoniaceae was Anglicized as the peony after Paeon, a student of
Asclepius, the Greek god of medicine, who angered his teacher by providing a root that could
soothe women during childbirth (Liddell, Drisler, and Scott 1106). Zeus protected Paeon from
Asclepius’s wrath by transforming him into the peony flower. In keeping with its namesake, the
peony has many perceived benefits for women’s gynecological and obstetric health. Dioscorides
writes, “Ten to twelve red grains from the fruit taken in rough wine stops menstrual flow and
being eaten they ease stomach pains”; perhaps counterintuitively, the peony also “promotes
menstruation” and can stimulate placental expulsion after delivery (qtd. in Halda and Waddick
16). Alongside its use as an emmenagogue, the peony has also been commonly considered an
abortifacient, a substance used to induce abortion or miscarriage (Watts 1).

Curious, then, that Stephen Crane’s novella The Monster (1898), a narrative centrally
concerned with Henry Johnson’s disability and its cultural effects, begins with the destruction of
Dr. Trescott’s peony and ends with him “trying to count the cups” at his wife’s conspicuously
unattended afternoon tea (Crane 147, 201). Neither peonies nor teacups appear outside the
opening and concluding chapters, respectively, making them appear as conspicuous singularities
in a narrative that trades in extended motifs. Price McMurray concludes that among critics who
comment on the destruction of the peony in the opening chapter, “almost all...understand [it] as
foreshadowing Henry’s fate” (McMurray 52),” and Susan Schweik echoes the critical opinion of
the conclusion as being “famously anticlimactic,” a whimpering coup de grdce that

“domesticate[s]” the novella’s narrative structure “by its feminization” (228). While “it would be

* McMurray reads the peony quite differently, however; for him, the broken peony that “hang[s] limply” in
Jimmie’s hand reveals Jimmie’s castration anxiety (61).
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difficult,” as Price McMurray suggests, “not to suspect Crane of quietly establishing a
meaningful pattern of detail” (53) given The Monster’s recurrent uses of metonymic systems
organized around railroads, electric and natural lights, and flowing water, the opening and
closing images are most often taken for iconoclastic eruptions and interpreted as self-evident
banalities instead of complimentary, meaningful bookends. Trescott’s peony and the cups that
evoke its medicinal application establish a framing narrative that embeds Henry’s individual
story within a broader eugenic discourse that sought to eliminate “defectives” from the
population to improve national stock. Schweik provides a concise summary of the novella that
appropriately emphasizes the foundational role of disability in the narrative:
A black man in a small New York town, Henry Johnson, rescues the son of a white
doctor from a burning house, survives so badly burned that he now has “no face,”
and is subsequently terrorized by the horrified townspeople; the white doctor, in
turn, saves Johnson’s life, refuses to mercy kill or institutionalize him, and is
subsequently ostracized by the townspeople. (218)
In this context, Crane’s account of a disabled protagonist and his social and civic oppression
illustrates a trend in literary realism and naturalism more broadly: disability is made to signify
through equally quiet, equally meaningful patterns of textual signs.

A cursory reading of the opening chapter seems to support the consensus opinion that
McMurray describes. Jim Trescott, the doctor’s young son, runs through his father’s garden
pretending to be a locomotive, accidentally crushes one of his father’s ornamental flowers with
his wagon wheel, and surveys the damage: “[Jim] looked at his father and at the broken flower.
Finally he went to the peony and tried to stand it on its pins, resuscitated, but the spine of it was

hurt, and it would only hang limply from his hand. Jim could do no reparation” (Crane 147).
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According to the collective reading, the injured peony anticipates Henry’s fate, an interpretation
that relies on the presumption that the physical and social transformations Henry experiences are
caused by his embodiment, not imposed upon him by external actors. If the peony stands in for
Henry, Jim foreshadows his father as both a destructive agent and an ineffective healer. Jim’s
locomotive fantasy has a causal relationship with the irreversible destruction of the peony, just as
Trescott’s fantasy of medical cure creates the conditions that render impossible Henry’s
resumption of a nondisabled identity. Neither Jim nor Trescott can return the objects of their
actions to their original states, and their very different interventions—carelessness in the garden,
carefulness in the ad hoc medical clinic—are established as commensurate. Read this way, the
peony scene affirms the town judge’s belief that Trescott performs “‘one of the blunders of
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virtue’” by saving Henry, implying that it would have been better left undone and Henry left to
die (168). Trescott’s ornamental flower has been clipped, and its death is imminent; smart-
dressing Henry has been disfigured, and he has become the living dead. Better to die than to live
disabled, this reading of the peony seems to say.

Read another way, the peony scene anticipates the novella’s representation of the
material-semiotic nature of disability and its meditation on the cultural roots of oppression. This
interpretation counters the assumption that Johnson’s story is the only primary one in the
novella; Dr. Trescott’s story is equally important not least because it describes the network of
actors that produce Henry’s disablement and social death. Remembering that the peony is named
for a healer whose egalitarian practices incurred his master’s wrath, the peony can be read as

foreshadowing Trescott himself, whose life-saving medical intervention would sustain Henry if

not for the social processes of ostracism that reduce Henry to bare life and render Trescott a
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persona non grata in Whilomville.”” In this alternative interpretation, Jim represents the
townspeople themselves, a collective heavily invested in social performances made possible by
the instruments of mechanical progress, such as electric streetcars and arc lamps, that the novella
frames as exemplary of an encroaching, dehumanizing urbanity. Jonathan Tadashi Naito argues
that the citizens who congregate in the town’s electrically illuminated avenues and local park
“fixate on themselves, but not on themselves as individuals; rather, they fixate on themselves as
part of an electrically produced, modern crowd” (45). This modern mass, preoccupied with the
“effacement” —a word Crane uses throughout The Monster—of its anachronistic individuality
for the comfort of modern normalcy, scapegoats Henry first for his dandyish fldnerie that
contests his social role as a subordinate member of the community due to his race and second for
the threat his disfigurement poses to the ideology of ability that undergirds modernity. Jim’s
microcosmic encapsulation of Whilomville society is emphasized when he behaves with “the air
of a [sideshow] proprietor” by putting Henry on display for his schoolmates even though he had
previously been very friendly with Henry and owes him his life (189). Unlike Paeon, Dr.
Trescott can expect no divine intervention to protect him from the wrath he incurs by providing
medical care to someone judged unfit, and his custodial care of Henry causes his reputation to
turn from “being the leading doctor in town to about the last one” (199). In fact, Judge
Hagenthorpe —the novella’s embodiment of legal discourse —suggests that the town sees

Trescott as playing God himself: “‘[Henry] will be your creation, you understand. He is purely

" Henry’s disfigurement produces morphological as well as ontological effects: the brakeman who pulls him to
safety does not rescue a man but brings “forth a thing which he [lays] on the grass” (163 emphasis added).
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your creation. Nature has very evidently given him up. He is dead. You are restoring him to life.
You are making him, and he will be a monster” (169).**

Judge Hagenthorpe’s discussion with Trescott signals the narrative’s shift in focus from
Henry toward Trescott, and this shift is often read critically as the novella’s abandonment of
racial themes. The new focus has been considered a defect for its supposed uncritical replication
of the marginalization Henry experiences by the townspeople. This line of thinking, to borrow a
phrase from Susan Schweik, suggests that race is political and disability is not when, of course,
both identities are politically intersectional (220). The turn in narrative focus does reduce the
amount of attention given to Henry’s physical actions, but it does so in order to foreground the
cultural effects that produce his disability. Cultural effects of disability often have little to do
with a given impairment, whether somatic or cognitive, so the narrative shift formally embodies
the powerful yet distributed methods by which external actors materially disable a subject.
Hagenthorpe’s declaration of Henry’s death, for example, can only signal the death of Henry’s
social being, the stripping of his right to participate in society, for Henry is very much alive and
capable: he retains his pre-injury physical capacities despite the townspeople presuming that his
somatic transformation has left him with a diminished cognitive capacity and without “much of
him to hurt anymore” (Crane 168, 185).

The novella dramatizes the ecology of medical, legal, economic, and social beliefs and
practices that disable Henry and maintain hegemonic normalcy by narrating a series of parallel
discussions that actively produce, regulate, and eliminate difference. One set involves Trescott,
who embodies medical discourse, and other symbolic townspeople including the judge, the chief

businessman John Twelve, and the chief of police, and the second set involves Martha Goodwin,

¥ Echoes of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) are unmistakable in Judge Hagenthorpe’s language; for an analysis
of Crane’s appropriation of Frankenstein in The Monster, see Elizabeth Young’s Black Frankenstein (2008),
specifically Chapter 2, “Black Monsters, Dead Metaphors” (68-106).
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an “engine” of social opinion who “was sure to have a considerable effect of the one kind or the
other in the life of the town” (187), and the young women who come to her kitchen for gossip.
While the town elders work to maintain the hegemonic normalcy of Whilomville, Goodwin
freely critiques the hypocrisy of the townspeople, particularly the Winters family. The Winters
claim that Henry so frightened the daughter, Sadie, by peering through a window at a birthday
party that she has been sick ever since, and they hold Trescott responsible. Goodwin objects,
stating that Sadie has “‘been to school almost the whole time since then,”” and claims that if she
had been in Trescott’s place, “‘I’d have knocked that miserable Jake Winter’s head off’” (196).
The women who gather in Goodwin’s kitchen express disbelief in her empirical
observation, preferring instead the dramatic, fictional narrative of Henry’s effects. In this way the
novella makes clear that the rights to social and civic life are not inborn, as the cultural
imaginary might attest, but are bestowed upon subjects by external actors who can rescind or
suspend those rights without cause or justification. Henry does not need to be physically present
for his future to be contested and his subjectivity to be re-structured. In fact, the town hegemons
prefer his containment and erasure: before Hagenthorpe can freely express his eugenic
perspective, he must remove Trescott from Henry’s bedside, suggesting that the mechanisms of
normalcy and subordination in Whilomville can only function “away from the magic of
[Henry’s] unwinking eye” that bears witness to them (Crane 168). This experience of
marginalization suggests that Henry’s fate, like the fates of disabled people throughout U.S.
history, is one in which he must continually fight to become “participatory agents in their own
lives” (Longmore and Umansky 16). Trescott serves as a buttress against the normalizing
discourses of the law and capitalism, and he contests this process of social devaluation in his
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response to the judge’s condemnations of his actions: “‘He will be what you like, judge’” (Crane
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169, emphasis added). In this way, The Monster offers a properly political material-semiotic
model of disability that Crane’s complex textual representation of disability renders legible.
Although Crane is known for his naturalism, an aesthetic presumptively bound to the
persistence of biological determinism, he demonstrates in this narrative the material effects of
social beliefs and practices that structure Henry’s disability subjectivity. In its openness
concerning the material-semiotic nature of disability, The Monster is anomalous in a genre
teeming with the monstrous. By dramatizing the coalition of discourses —most prominently
racial, religious, medical, and legal —that disqualifies Henry from social and civic life, Crane
produces a disability ecology that is more “real” than Henry’s faceless post-accident body but
less “realistic” than the concrete details strewn throughout realist fiction. Perhaps Crane’s
nuanced appreciation for the variegated sources of social oppression contributed to Ralph
Ellison’s estimation of the novella as “one of the parents of the modern American novel” (65).
Written under an aesthetic banner that fought for the mimetic fullness of the detail, The Monster
lays bare the semiotic, syntactic, and semantic systems of literary representation that actively
produce disability and impart meaning to it. To these systems, let us now turn our own

unwinking critical faculties.

The Disability Effect
Literary representations of disability reveal the tremendous aesthetic and political powers
scripted into individual detail. In Disability Aesthetics (2010), Tobin Siebers offers the most
sustained contemporary analysis of details attending bodily representations of disability in
literary art. Applying a visual cultural approach to descriptions of disability, Siebers foregrounds
the affective capacity of images of bodily or cognitive difference evoked by specific textual

figures. According to Siebers, literary descriptions of disabilities operate as puncta, Roland
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Barthes’s term for photographic details that “lash, cut, and abrade a large visual field to make the
image of difference appear” (Aesthetics 126, 128). Against a presumptively normative textual
background, a description of disability (like the punctum, a detail that proclaims its difference in
the broader field of the text) “rises from the scene, shoots out of it, and pierces” the reader-
spectator (Barthes, Camera Lucida 26; Siebers, Aesthetics 129). Siebers’s interest in the affective
capacity of disability decenters the dominant conventions of a nonmaterialist aesthetics premised
on “separat[ing] the pleasures of art from those of the body,” and he aims to establish disability
as a producer of knowledge “about the ways that some bodies make other bodies feel” by
reintroducing a consideration of bodily sensation into aesthetics (Aesthetics 1,20). While
Siebers’s approach suits the visual arts, the most consistent object of his analysis, it is not yet
fully transportable to literary representations of disability. When embedded in a literary text, the
punctum that Siebers describes depends on its immanent textual being—that momentary flash of
affective sensation—as well as its transcendent meaning to transform an otherwise arbitrary sign
into disability. A word or phrase in a novel, for example, can only operate as a punctum—as a
detail that demarcates difference and concentrates readerly attention—if it produces meaning
based upon its relations to other signs in the text as well as a particular set of extratextual, socio-
historically specific codes. That is to say, in literature as in daily life, one does not simply
observe disability; one knows it.

A literary text need not rely on the creation of visual images in order to produce disability
that is simultaneously “real” and meaningful. In The Monster, Crane leaves Henry’s post-injury
face largely undescribed. Instead of detailing the particular post-burn contours of Henry’s face,

Crane offers only figural gestures that border on the impossible—one wonders, for example, in
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what regard Henry can be said to have “no face.”” These vague descriptions seem to operate as
anti-details—by frustrating the reader’s ability to perceive, descriptions of Henry’s “no face”
invite the reader to complete the image him- or herself. If the reader sees Henry’s disfigurement
at all, he or she can only do so by filling in the empty space of “no face” with details culled from
a mental repository of disability imagery. The reader-supplied details generate affect because
they are mediated by their relationship to disability per se through an act of cognition separate
from and preceding the experience of sensation.” This phenomenon helps explain Jonathan
Tadashi Naito’s curious claim that Crane uses “vivid and disquieting imagery...to describe
Henry Johnson” when no such images, at least not “vivid” ones, are to be found (36). In the
absence of specific details, however, the qualities of the social interactions that feature Henry
either as a participant or an object—when he visits the Farraguts in Watermelon Alley or when
various town officials confront Trescott concerning Henry and his care, respectively —inform the
reader that Henry is disabled. A word or phrase that denotes disability does not create affect;
literary disability, affective or not, is produced by an act of interpretation that articulates an
object of sensory observation, like a somatic or cognitive characteristic, with the master category
of disability. By divorcing Henry’s disability from a description of his material body and
attaching it to social attitudes and interactions, The Monster presents an argument that disability

is a transcendent product of meaning, not just the immanent sensation that erupts when certain

% Surely he has a face, although the phrase suggests that his face likely possesses less than all of the qualities or
characteristics that one would presume to find in a normative face. Like the judge’s pronouncement of Henry’s
death, descriptions of Henry as faceless are only figures that reinforce his socio-political effacement.
% The novella seems to lampoon the affective capacity of Henry’s disfigurement in its representations of the
melodramatic fear he inspires first in the Williamses, his initial custodians, and then the Farraguts, the family of the
woman he has been courting. When Henry arrives in Watermelon Alley to invite Bella Farragut to a dance, for
example, Crane writes:
then occurred something that resembled the effect of the upheaval of the earth’s surface. The old
woman [Bella’s mother, Mrs. Farragut] hurled herself backward with a dreadful cry. Young Sim
had been perched gracefully on a railing. At sight of the monster he simply fell over it to the
ground. .... Bella, blubbering, and with her hair suddenly and mysteriously disheveled, was
crawling on her hands and knees fearsomely up the steps. (183)
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bodies encounter other bodies. In this way, the novella illustrates an important strategy by which
American literary realism and naturalism produce and impart meaning to disability. I call this
semic and semantic process the disability effect.

The disability effect proceeds in two stages: first, the text disables a character through an
ostensible act of description, and second, the text embeds that description in a combination of
semiotic, syntactic, and semantic networks that convert those descriptions to narrative functions.
In the first step, a word or phrase that ostensibly describes a physical or cognitive impairment—
what I call a disabling detail —disrupts the semiotic chain by evoking an essentialist concept of
disability that seems to precede discursive entanglements. Disabling details appear either as
descriptions of observable somatic or cognitive characteristics, a first order technique of
representation that converts the ostensibly material to the textually figurative, or in networks of
metonymic signs or figures, a second order system of signification that foregrounds a state of
unfitness through the combined effects of asymptotic references to particular impairments. Each
technique causes the detail to fibrillate between the concrete and the figural, a semantic
instability that textualizes the material-semiotic nature of disability itself.

In the case of first order disabling details, those apparent descriptions of observable
sensorial objects, the disability effect proceeds according to the inverse of Barthes’ reality effect.
In his critique of realist aesthetics, Barthes claims that a “reality effect” occurs not because the
“concrete detail” in a realist text denotes a thing itself, but because it connotes realism itself by
emptying the sign of the signified (“The Reality Effect” 147). In “The Reality Effect,” Barthes
critiques realism for its “intention to degrade the sign’s tripartite nature in order to make notation
the pure encounter of an object and its expression” (“The Reality Effect” 147), but the direct

description of an impairment has never been a mere representation of an observable trait or



74

characteristic but has always invoked the extraliterary concept of disability itself, a conceptual
object no less real for being immaterial. Barthes suggests that concrete details deny “meaning”
because they supposedly embody “being” —the realness of the detail sets it apart from meaning
because it does not signify but simply is (Barthes, “The Reality Effect” 146). Notations of
disability collapse this supposed binary, demonstrating how disability can conflate being and
meaning. The disability effect animates the disabling detail both as a material fact of being and
as a textual figure that always signifies, showcasing the disabling detail’s ability to function
recursively in a system of conventions at the same time that it seems to embody material truths
about the body. The invocation of the category of disability through a single linguistic sign
summons an ancillary network of beliefs, practices, objects, qualities, characteristics, and
symptoms to bear on the representation. Representations of disability as mere somatic or
cognitive characteristics always fail to capture disability subjectivities because, as a political
material-semiotic construct, disability “has never been reducible to [a] transparent observation of
the literal” (Schweik 225). Even as the disabling detail calls attention to itself as a figure—a
meaning making index of the character’s unfitness which prompts dramatic action—it preserves
a sense of its own material truth by appearing as a piece of the real. These details do not produce
affect, meaning a bodily feeling triggered by sensation (Jameson, Antinomies 32), or at least
affect is not all they produce. Disabling details produce the concepts affiliated with particular
objects because they are always structured to signify; their raison d’étre is to mean something.
As a figure, not a mimetic description, the disabling detail paradoxically evacuates the
sign of its signifier and resonates as pure signified which then exerts material, agentic force. A
literary figure, according to Tsvetan Todorov, is a “particular disposition of language” that

“renders [discourse] perceptible” by focusing readerly attention “on the word [thereby] giving
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language a value of its own”; it is “what can be described, what is institutionalized” as being
describable in a text as opposed to what is unremarkably utilitarian (38-9). “To call the ship
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‘ship,”” Todorov explains, “is merely to utilize language as a mediator of signification, thereby
killing both object and the word,” while “To call the ship ‘sail’ is to fix our attention on the
word” (38). Descriptions of disability, however, operate in an inverse manner. Mere descriptions
of benign somatic or cognitive variations always signify the master category of disability —a
concept that subsumes the capacity for individuation that specific, idiosyncratic traits possess.
A goal of any disability semiotics should be to break open representations of
nonnormative embodiments and trace the operations of a multitude of signifying systems that
converge to produce disability as a concept. While semantic indeterminacy at the semiotic level
often appears as an argument against the stability of meaning, in the case of “disability” word-
level indeterminacy allows the term to aggregate a range of contradictory attitudes, beliefs, and
practices as well as the somatic or cognitive features to which it presumably refers. This
capacious indeterminacy of disability allows it to be used concurrently as a marker of social
disqualification and to be repurposed as an affirmative label for particular cultural works and
practices that originate in the disability community. According to the same logic, words that
mark specific disabilities do not necessarily sharpen or specify meaning or foreclose ambiguous
interpretation, for those words bring with them the range of associations that “disability” makes
available. Terms strongly affiliated with disability always mean more than the embodied
characteristics to which they ostensibly refer. Amputation, for example (as well as even more

specific nomenclatures such as “upper ex” or “lower ex” amputation, as well as the distinctions

“congenital” or “acquired”), not only refers to a particular somatic feature of a subject, but also
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always refers to the subject’s state of being disabled. To call the limp a limp is always to call it,
and the person who does the limping, something more.

Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird (1960) opens with an illustration of the first
type of disabling detail, one that seemingly represents somatic or cognitive characteristics as
mere legible objects of perception but deploys them as meaning-laden figures. Like The Monster,
To Kill a Mockingbird draws disability and race into critical conversation, but unlike Crane’s
novella, which enfolds race into disability to register a broad critique of social forms of
oppression, Lee’s novel uses disability as a metaphorical frame for a focused critique of racial
injustice. The novel opens with Scout Finch’s reminiscence of her brother Jem’s broken arm, and
it concludes with Scout narrating the injury and events surrounding it in a way that emphasizes
its metaphorical freight. The opening description of Jem’s once-broken arm, the bare facts of its
new angles and unexpected parallels, foreshadows the profound subjective transformations that
the novel dramatizes. Scout’s initial description of Jem’s arm emphasizes particular visible
details: “His left arm was somewhat shorter than his right; when he stood or walked, the back of
his hand was at right angles to his body, his thumb parallel to his thigh” (3). Scout embeds this
description in an analysis of Jem’s experience of disability, framing his asymmetry and the non-
normative angle of his hand as benign variations because they do not curtail his ability to “pass
and punt” (3). Scout discloses that Jem remains occasionally “self-conscious about his injury,”
suggesting that his difference is not as benign as she would have the reader believe and that
impairment is never simply a matter of physical or mental capacity but always also social. In this
case, the disabling details are framed as re-presentations of a concrete signified—Jem’s injured

arm—ostensibly devoid of meaning (they have no effect), yet Scout’s analysis, which on the
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surface attempts to empty the injury of significance, affirms the description not as a visual
representation but as a signifying system.

The final four chapters reveal that Jem’s broken arm embodies both the deformation of
justice in a racist, segregated culture, and the disfiguring effects that injustice inscribes in the
subjectivities it produces. The last chapters narrate Bob Ewell’s attempted murder of the Finch
children as an act of revenge against the children’s father, Atticus Finch, who has provided legal
defense for Tom Robinson, a black male falsely accused (but still convicted) of raping Ewell’s
daughter.”! Ambushing the children one night as they walk home from the school’s carnival —
where, not coincidentally, Scout has been conscripted into dressing as a piece of ham to celebrate
the agricultural productivity of the town—Ewell breaks Jem’s arm before he is confronted by
Arthur “Boo” Radley, the children’s secretive and reportedly monstrous neighbor. Radley kills
Ewell, saves the children, and safely returns them to their homes. Although the sheriff and Finch
presume Radley would be acquitted if his acts were known and he went to public trial, they agree
to represent Ewell’s death as a self-inflicted accident in order to save the purposefully reticent
Radley from the unwanted attention that a public declaration of his heroism would generate.
Finch’s complicity in this act of deception destabilizes the ethical base from which he has acted
throughout the novel, and his transformation does not indict him as outside the law but indicts
the law as too blunt an instrument for the protection of rights in the early 20" century South. As
the Finches learn that the letter of the law does not always ensure a just outcome, Jem’s broken
arm becomes an embodied metaphor of the deformations of justice that the novel dramatizes,

including the race-based conviction of the innocent Robinson; Ewell’s dissatisfaction with the

! Atticus Finch is a contemporary double of Dr. Trescott—both characters stage professional interventions (legal
and medical) on behalf of black members of their community that generate negative consequences for themselves.
While Crane allows his narrative to generate drama through an ambivalent representation of the contradictory
opinions concerning Trescott’s medical judgment and the value of Henry’s post-injury life, Lee unambiguously
depicts Atticus as acting justly in an unjust world.
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fraudulent outcome of the trial even though he and his daughter are technically vindicated;
Robinson’s death during an attempted prison break; and the sheriff and Finch’s cover up of
Radley’s involvement in Ewell’s death.

Second order disabling details rely upon a network of metonymic signs that evokes
disability as an unfit state of being through the intense accumulation of reference. In the absence
of specific descriptions of somatic or cognitive characteristics commonly understood as
impairments, networks of non-normative details—“the disposition of symbols and motifs, the
overall narrative or dramatic perspective, [and] the constitution and reversals of plot structure”
are some examples (Quayson 15)—can brand a character with a general label of unfitness
associated with disability. In The Antinomies of Realism (2013), Fredric Jameson theorizes the
affective capacity of accumulated details, turning his attention to textual assemblages of so-
called concrete details, arguing that profuse description calls attention to itself as literary
language and, thus, possesses expressive capacity beyond description itself. Citing the “the
enormous lists and catalogues” in Emile Zola’s fiction, Jameson argues that these descriptions
create, “a tremendous fermenting and bubbling pullulation in which the simplicity of words and
names is unsettled,” “the gap between words and things is heightened,” and meaning is suspend
or deferred (Antinomies 54). Instead of finding this phenomenon in figures, though, Jameson
locates it in the relative intensities of banal “mediator[s] of signification,” the less obviously
meaningful details, the ships called ships that Todorov dismisses. For Jameson, the
meaningfulness of details in contemporary stories makes quotidian descriptions resemble
“Barthes’ punctum more than they do his studium” (Antinomies 23), a convention emphasizing

cognition over sensation that turns almost all noise into signal. Significant in their extensive
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interest in signification, these non-symbols become expressive through their “unity and density”
within a given text (Antinomies 23).

The varied meanings that attend networks of such second order disabling produce
overdetermined disability ecologies. While no particular detail may directly reference a concrete
somatic or cognitive impairment, the array of differences in such a network achieves an
ontologically realist disability that the narrative can deploy for figurative, expressive purposes.
Jameson defines “ontological realism” as a “truly immanent kind of immanence” that recognizes
“meaning...in all its [textual] objects and details, all its facts, all its events” (Antinomies 211).%
In the ontologically realist text, transcendence and immanence comingle “to the point at which
we can no longer tell them apart or worry about the distinction” (Antinomies 211). Like Barthes,
Jameson critiques these texts for the presumption of immanence in objects or events, such as
modern technologies or financial crises, “which have to be explained in order to come into
visible existence as temporal phenomena,” but continue to be perceived as immanent in the
absence of explanation (Antinomies 211).* Disability deserves to be placed in this category as
well —never contained by the signs that represent it, always more than the textual network that
attempts to invoke it—yet a network of signs in a literary text is enough to reify a concept of

disability rooted in the medical model that renders natural what is wholly contingent.

2 Grounded in Barthes’ assertion in “The Reality Effect” that meaning and existence can never be coextensive in
modern literature, Jameson codifies the aesthetic possibilities of early 20th century realist literature in a matrix of
relationships not between form and content—the fused poles of both pre-Modern realism and New Criticism —but
between transcendence and immanence (Jameson 210). Transcendence, for Jameson, is pure “meaning,” while
“immanence” is existence, bare life itself (211). Jameson understands Giorgio Agamben’s “bare life” to mean a state
of being stripped of any “‘narcissism of the other,”” meaning the “‘healthy’ dose of narcissism” that keeps the
biological individual “interested in life, in survival, in the satisfaction of its desires and even of its whims” (Jameson
91-2). Thus, that which is immanent (for Jameson) is that which exists independently of any capacity or desire to
flourish, as opposed to Aristotle’s eudaimonia which presumes a “life determined by activity” (16).

3 As he attempts to prise immanence from transcendence, Jameson helpfully reminds us —as indeed we must be
reminded four decades after the cultural turn—that “what is, whether in the text or the life world, is not always
meaningful” and “what is meaningful is not always there as an existent, in the world” (Antinomies 211).

13
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Although first order disabling details rely on word-level semantic indeterminacy to
collate a variety of disabling concepts and ideas, second level details may connect across a range
of linguistic and narrative units in a text. Meaning in literary texts is created by the interplay of
heterogeneous units of various sizes throughout the entire text, not just word- and sentence-level
linguistic functions, and this extended system of signification can mark characters as disabled,
render disability meaningful, and transform characters into embodied metaphors. As Tsvetan
Todorov writes:

in literature the sentences are once again integrated into utterances and the
utterances, in their turn, are integrated into units of larger dimensions, until we
reach the work as a whole. The meaning of a monologue or of a description can be
grasped and verified by its relations with the other elements of the work: the

characterization of a hero, the preparation of a reversal or suspension in the plot.

24)

While Todorov carefully opposes this function of literary discourse to acts of extraliterary
interpretation, literary disability again collapses this distinction (and one might argue that such a
distinction is wholly untenable). Disability ecology insists that disability is always the product of
an aggregation of heterogeneous actors in a specific socio-historic context; therefore, disability
subjectivity, as a material-semiotic effect, and literary disability, as an effect of textual
relationships, demonstrate a homologous structure. Both depend upon interpretation, not bare
perception, to produce disability.

The opening chapter of To Kill a Mockingbird also offers an illustration of these second-
order disabling details at work. The physical description of Boo Radley does not use details

closely tied to particular impairments; instead, the gossip-based details work together to suggest
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not a specific impairment but his general unfitness. Scout recounts second-hand tales of Boo that
depict him as sociopathic, including his youthful troublemaking “with the wrong crowd,” his
subsequent de facto house arrest by his father-warden, whom Boo eventually assaults with a pair
of scissors, and his rumored nocturnal voyeurism. Dill and Jem offer speculative physical
descriptions that transform his asociality into embodied evolutionary regression and monstrous,
primitive animality: Boo has “blood-stained hands” from eating animals raw, he drags one leg
and leaves tracks in yards when he peeps through windows, he scratches at screen doors, and he
has “a long jagged scar that ran across his face; what teeth he had were yellow and rotten; his
eyes popped, and he drooled most of the time” (11—4). Introduced through this constellation of
second-hand details and focalized through six-year-old Scout’s perspective, Boo seems disabled
and monstrously so, a creature beyond the boundaries of the socio-political system of Maycomb,
Alabama. These descriptions make his isolation and ostracization seem justified, and Lee relies
upon this in order to undercut it in the novel’s climactic conclusion. These descriptions contrast
with Scout’s physical description of Boo when she is able to observe him closely after he has
saved Jem and her from Ewell. Looking through eyes teary with recognition, Scout sees Boo’s
“sickly white hands that had never seen the sun,” and she sees that “his face was as white as his
hands.... His cheeks were thin to hollowness; his mouth was wide; there were shallow, almost
delicate indentations at his temples, and his gray eyes were so colorless I thought he was blind.
His hair was dead and thin” (Lee 310). Although this description serves as a corrective to the
monstrous animality she relates in the opening chapter, Scout’s ostensibly “real” description
equally depends upon metaphor as it frames Boo’s physical characteristics as the outcome of his
social isolation, not its cause. This description is crucial to the novel’s central metaphor: Boo

Radley, like the wrongly convict