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perfect illustration of such blasphemy. We need more such disability studies perspec-
tives. Yet part of that work must include a reckoning, an acknowledgement, of the
cyborg’s history in institutionalization and abuse. Otherwise the irony, the blasphemy,
the critique, is lost. g

1 close with this story to insist, alongside both Haraway and her critics, that the
cyborg is not innocent. Our metaphors, our tropes, our analogies: all have histories, all .
have consequences. As Hiram Perez argues, part of the work of the critic is to explore
the effects texts and images have on people’s lives.” The blurring of boundaries, the
permeability of bodies, the porousness of skin—all take on different meanings depend-
ing on whether they are viewed through the prism of institutionalization or as part ofa
strategy of feminist analysis. Arguing for the breakdown between self and other, body §
and machine, takes on a different hue in the context of coercive medical experimenta- /]
tion and confinement. The cyborg, in other words, can be used to map many futures,
not all of them feminist, crip, or queer. .

Haraway herself acknowledges this fact, warning us from the beginning of the -
cyborg’s complicity in militarization, colonization, and control. Yet it remains a figure.
of feminist possibility, pointing toward a feminist futurity or, in Haraway’s framing,
“an elsewhere, not as a utopian fantasy or relativist escape, but an elsewhere born out
of the hard (and sometimes joyful) work of getting on together.”* To return to the epi-
graph that begins this chapter, “who cyborgs will be is a radical question; the answer
are a matter of survival” This question has political, ethical, and epistemic dimen-
sions, and answering it will require grappling with the histories and futures described 4
here. It is a question I urge us to ask. If, as Haraway claims, “cyborgs are the people who. §
refuse to disappear on cue,” then the cyborg may very well be a perfect figure for refus- §
ing the erasure of disability from our presents and futures. But in the spirit, if not
the practice, of Haraway’s manifesto, I argue for responsibility in making such claims..

6 Bodies of Nature

The Environmental Politics of Disability

The creatures that populate the narrative space called “nature” are key characters in
scientific tales about the past, present, and future. Various tellings of these tales are

possible, but they are always shaped by historical, disciplinary, and larger cultural
contexts.

—Jennifer Terry, “Unnatural Acts’ in Nature”

ALTHOUGH CONCERN WITH the environment has long been an animating force in
disability studies and activism, “environment” in this context typically refers to the
built environment of buildings, sidewalks, and transportation technologies. Indeed
the social model of disability is premised on concern for the built environment, stress:
ing that people are disabled not by their bodies but by their inaccessible environments
(The wheelchair user confronting a flight of steps is probably the most common illus:
tration of this argument.) Yet the very pervasiveness of the social model has prevented
disability studies from engaging with the wider environment of wilderness, parks
and nonhuman nature because the social model seems to falter in such settings. Stair;
can be replaced or supplemented with ramps and elevators, but what about a steep
rock face or a sandy beach? Like stairs, both pose problems for most wheelchair users
but, argues Tom Shakespeare, “it is hard to blame the natural environment on sociai
arrangements.” He asserts that the natural environment—rock cliffs, steep mountains
and sandy beaches—offers proof that “people with impairments will always be dis-,
advantaged by their bodies”; the social model cannot adequately address the barri-
ers presented by those kinds of spaces.? I, too, recognize the limitations of the social
model and the need to engage with the materiality of bodies, but I am not so sure that
the “natural environment” is as distinct from the “built environment” as Shakespeare
suggests. On the contrary, the natural environment is also “built™ literally so in the
case of trails and dams, metaphorically so in the sense of cultural constructions and
deployments of “nature,” “natural,” and “the environment.”
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Disability studies could benefit from the work of environmental scholars and
activists who describe how “social arrangements” have been mapped onto “natural
environments” Many campgrounds in the United States, for example, have been
designed to resemble suburban neighborhoods, with single campsites for each family,
clearly demarcated private and public spaces, and layouts built for cars. Each indi-
vidual campsite faces onto the road or common area so that rangers (and other camp-
ers) can easily monitor others’ behavior. Such spacing likely discourages, or at least
pushes into the cover of darkness, outwardly queer acts and practices’ Environmental
historians such as William Cronon document the displacement of indigenous peoples
from parklands; indigenous people were removed and evidence of their communi-
ties was destroyed so that the new parks could be read as pristine, untouched wilder-
ness.* Nature writers such as Carolyn Finney and Evelyn White explain that African
Americans are much less likely than whites to find parks and open spaces welcom-
ing, accessible, or safe; histories of white supremacist violence and lynchings in rural
areas make the wilderness less appealing. Park brochures, wilderness magazines, and
advertisements for outdoor gear have, in turn, tended to cater to overwhelmingly white
audiencess As these examples attest, the natural environment is also a built environ-
ment, one shaped by and experienced through assumptions and expectations about
gender, sexuality, class, race, and nation. As Mei Mei Evans argues, “One way of under-
standing the culturally dominant conception of what constitutes ‘nature’ in the United
States is to ask ourselves who gets to go there. Access to wilderness and a reconstituted
conception of Nature are clearly environmental justice issues demanding redress.™

How might we begin to read disability into these formations? How have com-
pulsorily able-bodiedness/able-mindedness shaped not only the environments of our
lives—both buildings and parks—but our very understandings of the environment
itself? One way to address these questions is by examining the deployment of dis-
ability in popular discourses of nature and environmentalism; another method would
be to uncover the assumption of able-bodiedness and able-mindedness in writings
about nature. I follow both paths in this chapter, unpacking the work of disability
and able-bodiedness/able-mindedness in cultural constructions of nature, wilderness,
and the environment. As with the visions of a “better” future found in discussions of
reproduction, childhood, community, and cyborgs, visions of nature are often ideal-
ized and depoliticized fantasies, and disability plays an integral, if often unmarked,
role in marking the limit of these fantasies. Whether we focus on nature writing or
trail construction (the subjects of the first two sections of this chapter), disabled people

are figured as out of place.

Given the often exclusionary dimensions of “nature” and “wilderness,” it is impor-
tant to explore how those considered out of place find ways of engaging and interacting
with nature. As Evans argues, the “culturally dominant conception of what constitutes
‘nature’” becomes more clear when we encounter the narratives of those who are not
expected or allowed “to go there.” In the final section of this chapter, then, I explore
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the possibility of a cripped environmentalism, one that looks to disabled bodies/minds
as a resource in thinking about our future natures differently. I argue that the experi-
ence of illness and disability presents alternative ways of understanding ourselves in
relation to the environment, understandings which can then generate new possibilities
for intellectual connections and activist coalitions.

Natural Exclusions

We tend to think of the definitions of terms such as “nature,” “wilderness,” and
“environment” as self-evident, assuming their meanings to be universal, stable, and
monolithic. However, as William Cronon argues, “nature’ is not nearly so natural as
it seems.” On the contrary, our encounters with wilderness are historically and cultur-
ally grounded; our ideas about what constitutes “nature” or the “natural” and “unnatu-
ral” are completely bound up in our own specific histories and cultural assumptions.
What is needed, then, is an interrogation of these very assumptions.? Instead of tak-
ing for granted the qualities we attribute to wilderness experiences, such as spiritual
renewal or physical challenge, we can ask, as Linda Vance does, “[W]hose values are
these? What do they assume about experience, and whose experience is the norm?
What other social relations depend on or produce these values? What is their histori-
cal context?™ We can extend the scope of these questions to include an examination
of ableism and compulsory able-bodiedness/able-mindedness: Whose experiences of
nature are taken as the norm within environmental discourses? What do these dis-
courses assume about nature, the body/mind, and the relationship between humans
and nature? And how do notions of disability and able-bodiedness/able-mindedness
play a key role in constructing values such as “spiritual renewal” and “physical chal-
lenge” in the first place?

In this section, I examine three sites of able-bodiedness/able-mindedness: a
canonical environmental memoir, a controversial ad in a mainstream hiking maga-
zine, and an autobiographical essay in ecofeminist philosophy. These are three vastly
different texts, with different agendas and from different time periods. I bring them
together in order to sketch out the role disability plays in constructions of the natural
environment. In the first two selections, the figure of disability is explicitly invoked in
order to be immediately disavowed, making clear that disability has no place in the
wilderness. Both hail the able body, er the nondisabled body, as the proper denizen
of the outdoors; they deploy the figure of disability to further cultural representations
of nature as a rugged proving ground, making disability the dystopic sign of human
failure, or potential failure, in nature. The final example, the ecofeminist essay, shares
the presumption of able-bodiedness that runs through the first two representations,
this time presenting the nondisabled body as the grounds through which we arrive at
ecofeminist insight. Reading each of these examples through a critical disability lens
reveals the ways in which we assume the environmental body to be a very particular
kind of body.
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One of the most explicit articulations of a compulsorily able-bodied/able-minded ,
environmentalism is found in Edward Abbey’s cult classic Desert Solitaire: A Season in
the Wilderness, first published in 1968.” In this highly acclaimed memoir, Abbey offers 2
polemic against “industrial tourism” in national parks, a phenomenon which is destroy-
ing wilderness areas across the country and robbing all of us of our ability to access -
nature, Abbey repeatedly draws on disability metaphors to make his case, most notably
when he refers to cars as “motorized” or “mechanized wheelchairs.”* By equating cars
with wheelchairs, Abbey presents automobiles as having a literally crippling effect on
our ability to experience nature. The motorized wheelchair becomes the epitome of tech-
nological alienation, of technology’s ability to alienate us from our own wild nature and
the wilderness around us. Sarah Jaquette Ray calls this pattern the “disability-equals-
alienation-from-nature trope,” arguing that Abbey’s text relies on disability as “the best
symbol of the machine’s corruption of . . . harmony between body and nature.™*

'This representation becomes even more clear later in the book, when Abbey exhorts
everyone to get out of their cars/wheelchairs and walk: “Yes sir, yes madam, I entreat
you, get out of those motorized wheelchairs, get off your foam rubber backsides, stand  §
up straight like men! like women! like human beings! and walk—walk—WALK upon
our sweet and blessed land!™ Although Abbey elsewhere allows for travel by bicycle
and horse, he frequently hails walking as the only way to access “the original, the real”
nature.* Abbey’s assertion that we must get out and walk, that truly understanding -
a space means moving through it on foot, presents a very particular kind of embod- 4
ied experience as a prerequisite to environmental engagement. Walking through the
desert becomes a kind of authorizing gesture; to know the desert requires walking
through the desert, and to do so unmediated by technology. In such a construction,
there is no way for the mobility-impaired body to engage in environmental practice; |
all modalities other than walking upright become insufficient, even suspect. Walking
is both what makes us human and what makes us at one with nature.” |

Abbey’s framing has been influential. As Ray notes, the environmental move-
ment is deeply attached to the notion of “the solitary retreat into nature as the primary
source of an environmental ethic.™® It is common to find ecocritics making connec- ¢
tions and deriving insight from hiking trips and other adventures in the wilderness.
By implying that one must have a deep immersion experience of nature in order to
understand nature, ecocritics create a situation in which some kinds of experiences |
can be interpreted as more valid than others, as granting a more accurate, intense, and
authentic understanding of nature. They ignore the complicated histories of who is
granted permission to enter nature, where nature is said to reside, how one must move
in order to get there, and how one will interact with nature once one arrives in it.” (As |
we will see later in the chapter, these assumptions then play a huge role in struggles :
over increasing disability access in parks and public lands.)

This kind of exclusionary framing of nature is on full display in a provocative
advertisement for Nike’s Air Dri-Goat shoe. The advertisement ran in eleven different
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outdoor magazines in the fall of 2000, reaching a combined circulation of approxi-
mately 2.1 million readers. It featured a picture of the shoe against a hot-pink back-
ground, with this accompanying text:

Fortunately, the Air Dri-Goat features a patented goat-like outer sole for increased
traction, so you can taunt mortal injury without actually experiencing it. Right
about now you're probably asking yourself, “How can a trail running shoe with an
outer sole designed like a goat’s hoof help me avoid compressing my spinal cord
into a Slinky” on the side of some unsuspecting conifer, thereby rendering me a
drooling, misshapen non-extreme-trail-running husk of my former self, forced
to roam the earth in a motorized wheelchair with my name, embossed on one

of those cute little license plates you get at carnivals or state fairs, fastened to the
back?”
To that we answer, hey, have you ever seen a mountain goat (even an extreme

mountain goat) careen out of control into the side of a tree?
Didn’t think so.

In the first two days after publication, Nike received over six hundred complaints about
the ad, and the company withdrew it from further circulation. Three public apologies
followed, each one containing more cause for offense.” The perceived need for multiple
apologies testifies to the blatant offensiveness of the ad. It is not surprising that the ad
came under attack: it paints an incredibly negative portrait of people in wheelchairs,
trivializes and mocks the experiences of those who have survived spinal cord injuries,
and dehumanizes disabled people. Most important for my exploration of crip futures,
however, are its assumptions about disability and nature, or, more to the point, its
assumptions about the place of a disabled person in nature.

First, in running this advertisement, Nike has assumed that the readers of Back-
packer and similar magazines are neither disabled nor allies of the disabled, casting
outdoor enthusiasts and disabled people as two mutually exclusive groups.*

Second, the advertisement assumes that disability prohibits encounters with
nature, dooming one to roam “carnivals or state fairs” rather than mountain ranges. It
is perhaps no accident that Nike’s advertisement conjures an image of disabled people
at the fair or carnival, buying accoutrements for their wheelchairs. From the 1840s
through the 1940s in the United States, disabled people were frequently exhibited in
public at traveling sideshows and carnivals, cast as “freaks,” “freaks of nature,” and, in
a blending of ableist, racist, and colonialist narratives, “missing links.”* Freak shows
were one of the few places where one could see disabled people in public, and the
Nike advertisement extends this depiction of the carnival as the proper terrain of the
disabled body. Conversely, it makes clear that once one becomes disabled, mountain
ranges and wilderness areas are out of reach.

Third, it reminds nondisabled hikers that they must be ever vigilant in protecting
themselves from disability, denying any trace of disability in or on their bodies. These
last two assumptions are interrelated, in that nondisabled hikers must deny disabil-
ity precisely because it (allegedly) prohibits encounters with nature. In other words,
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the advertisement is explicitly invoking a disabled body in order to reassure readers
of their own able-bodiedness. As Rosemarie Garland-Thomson argues, the ?igure (_)f
disability “assures the rest of the citizenry of who they are not while arousing their

suspicions about who they could become.™ ‘ .
Thus, two distinct bodies appear in this text. The first is the nondisabled body
ostensibly shared by both Nike associates (the advertisement’s "‘we”) and Nil.<e con-
sumers (“you”). The text tells its readers little about this nondlsab¥ed body; it takes
shape only when juxtaposed with the second body in the text. Unlike the ﬁrst. bo.dy,
which is unmarked, the second, disabled body is described with utmost specificity:
readers learn of its appearance (“drooling, misshapen,” and “forced” il:to a wheel-
chair), its inabilities (“non-extreme-trail-running”), its quality of life (a “husk of my
former self”), and its home (“carnivals or state fairs”). The disabled body éppears in
the text only as the specter of impending tragedy; one can ajleged%y ward it away bZ
assertively and aggressively staking one’s claim to nature, by ’Fauntl“ng mortal injury
and celebrating one’s alleged hyperability. As Ray suggests, it is the th‘reat of disabil-
ity” that makes “the wilderness ideal body meaningful”; part of‘ t'he thr'lll of adven.ture
is risking—yet ultimately avoiding—disablement.** Thus disability exists out of time,
as something not-yet and, with the right equipment, not-ever. In ordet: to belong to
the text’s “us,” one must deny any physical limitations or inabilities, c?.astmg o.neself as
separate from and superior to the disabled figure, “We” are not dr0(.>lmg or mlssha;?en
disabled people, the text proclaims, we are hikers, and never Fhe tt,vam shall.meft. Nike
explicitly repudiates the disabled body, casting it as the antithesis of the hiker’s body,
which is the body “we” all have and want to preserve. ‘
The hiker’s body as imagined by both Nike and Abbey is necessary Pecause it
is only through it that we are able to truly experience nature (or to experlence“truﬁ
nature), Nature, wilderness, mountain ranges: all are described as s'epafate. fl;om -us,
but we can bridge or transcend that separation by rugged, masculine individualism;
disability serves both to illustrate that separation between human and natu‘re a’nd to
exacerbate it. Although my third site, an ecofeminist essay, does not rely on this kl}‘ld of
explicit ableism, it, too, continues the narrative of separation from nature. Its reliance

on this trope is harder to recognize, as it comes in the context of a much more critical

approach to “nature” and “wilderness” than that found in‘ AEbe}' or Nike.

In her essay “Ecofeminism and the Politics of Reality,” Linda Vance traces her
political and theoretical development as an ecofeminist. Vance weaves :accounts of her
own hiking experiences into the essay, revealing how her experiences in and through
nature have played an important role in her journey toward ecofeminism. For most. of
the essay, Vance writes in the first person, describing her per?onal expenen‘ces W}th
nature (e.g., “I hike through the Green Mountains”), but there is one passage in which
she shifts to the third person, writing about “an ecofeminist”™:

On a bad day, then, say when she’s hiking through a spruce bog trying to conlvince
herself that )I;eing a food source for mosquitoes and black flies is an ecologically
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sound role, an ecofeminist can despair, and start to feel like she is the least loved
cousin of just about everyone, and sister to no one. Except, of course—and here she
pauses, a boot heavy with black muck arrested in mid-step, and she looks around—
except, of course, nature, Sister. Sister Nature.

In this passage, Vance’s phrasing itself suggests that “hiking” and “being an ecofemi-
nist” are related activities: by shifting from a description of her own particular expe-
riences to the adventures of an unnamed ecofeminist, Vance positions the figure as
a stand-in for all ecofeminists. Moreover, she suggests that it is through this kind of
rugged activity that “an ecofeminist” comes to understand herself in relation to non-
human nature. Vance’s ecofeminist comes to a key realization as she hikes through the
muck; indeed, the act of stepping through the bog is what spurs her insight. Hiking,
according to this passage, is vital to an ecofeminist’s development of her relationship
with and understanding of nature; without such hikes, “an ecofeminist” will remain in
some way separate from nature. Once again, able-bodiedness is hecessary in order to
bridge or transcend the essential separation between human and nature.

Ecofeminism, for Vance, is a complex theoretical and conceptual framework
deeply invested in activist practices; she would likely oppose Abbey’s assumption that
cities are unnatural and impure while wilderness is not However, the passage under
consideration here reflects an assumption not far from Abbey’s that one must immerse
oneself in nature in order to understand it and one’s relationship to it. In describing
“an ecofeminist’s” hike through the mucky bog, Vance suggests that people need to
have personal, physical experiences of the wilderness in order to understand, appreci-
ate, and care for nature, But what kind of experiences render one qualified to under-
stand and care about nature? Are all experiences of nature equally productive of such
insights? And how do we define “experiences of nature” in the first place?

These questions lead me back to Shakespeare’s assumption that the natural envi-
ronment is completely separate from social arrangements. Each of the sites I have
examined here—Abbey, Nike, Vance—operates under a similar assumption, at least
when it comes to the body of the hiker. These accounts take for granted the existence
of trails that accommodate one’s body, presenting access to “nature” not only as neces-
sary to personal growth or renewal but also as apolitical. Abbey is the extreme here,
making clear that the hiker’s access to parks and wilderness is natural, but everyone
else’s (those in “motorized wheelchairs,” for example) is political, debatable, and ide-
ally stoppable. To tell a tale of a lack of appropriate access-—no trails wide enough for
a wheelchair or level enough for crutches—would be to insert the all-too-human into
“the wilderness,” thereby violating the persistent dualisms between the human and the
natural and the natural and the political.

Thus, what is needed in ecofeminism, ecocriticism, and environmentalism in gen-
eral are the narratives of people whose bodies and minds cause them to interact with
hature in nonnormative ways. How might a deaf ecofeminist understand her position
within the natural world differently than a hearing one? What can narratives about
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negotiating trails on crutches reveal about the ways in which all trails“mnot jttsz "a.cces~
sible” ones—are constructed and maintained? How do concepts of “nature, vstllder-
ness,” and “ecofeminism” shift when elaborated by an ecofeminist who experiences
nonhuman nature primarily through sound, smell, and touch rather than:lght,hor
by an ecofeminist who draws more on sounds and sensations than on words: I? w at
ways would “ecofeminist activism” be transformed by someone whose chronic ;’ugui
and pain prevent her from traveling more than a few blocks ffo'm her house but o‘n;

hinder her environmental organizing, lobbying, and fundraising ?fforts?' How' mig t
the use of a service dog affect an ecofeminist’s understanding of his relationship with

ture?

nonlg:z)nf:lay hopes in writing this essay is that nondis.abled ecofc?minists will su;l))plcelv
ment these questions with queries of their own: How might reflecting on her'al?le— od-
ied status affect a nondisabled ecofeminist’s understanding 3f th'e.ec’?femnms.t proj-
ect? In what ways would he alter his concepts of “nature” and pOlltl(fS after thm]fmg
through his position in an ableist culture? Making space for these kinds of qu‘estlo;:s
expands the domain of ecofeminism and environmental‘movement.s, challenjgl;:g the
representation of nondisabled experience as the only possible way to interact with non-

human nature. Such challenges will necessarily entail expanding our understandings g

of nature as well, which will, in turn, affect the environments around us. Our concep-

tions of “nature” and the natural, in other words, play a direct role in how we shape

parks and other public lands.

Accessible Trails and other (Un)Natural Disasters

Ableist assumptions about the body certainly inﬂuenf:e the concrete realities of acglcisz ,;!f
thereby affecting disabled and nondisabled people alike. St'e‘ep, narrow; and root- 1e
trails are barriers not just for people with mobility or vision impairments b‘ut also
for some seniors and families with young children. Similarly, nature educa.tlon has s
developed around the needs of the nondisabled, as attested by the c.iearth of n.:terprea; ._
tive materials available in alternate formats such as Braille, large print, or audlotapf:.
The lack of maps, guidebooks, park brochures, and explanatory markers. inlarge .p?'mt :
affects not only those who identify as disabled, however, but‘all people leth lowbvl‘s;;)l::i. 1
Thinking through these issues can help deconstruct the ablel.?t a'assumptmns embe ; ]
in contemporary and historical ideas about nature. Ecofeminists can then beg;n t ;
process of tracing the impact those assumptions have haq on the design of trails an {
park materials, designs that, in turn, have determined who is able to use such resources. i
As Rob Imrie and Huw Thomas argue, “These contexts may be thought of as perpe‘tu- ]
ating forms of environmental injustice, in which inappropriate and thoughtless desigh 1

: ; ™8
means that disabled people cannot use significant parts of the environment.

Mobility is one of the key issues in terms of trail access, and proposals th> cre-
ate wheelchair accessibility are often met with scrutiny, as if such access were mheir- vv
ently more damaging to the environment than access points for nondisabled people. |
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Plans to build an accessible canoe launch on Maine’s Allagash Wilderness Waterway,
for example, were met with opposition from environmental groups because such a
launch would allegedly damage the waterway,» Although some critics were clear that
they opposed any new access points on the waterway, regardless of their design, oth-
ers seemed more concerned about the level of accessibility offered by this proposal;
there was a sense that an accessible launch would be more damaging to the environ-
ment than an inaccessible one. But most canoe launches are created by clearing away
brush, altering the gravel or sand levels near the water, and constructing parking areas
and toilets, raising doubts as to whether accessible launches are really more detrimen-
tal than inaccessible ones. An accessible site may differ from an inaccessible site only
slightly, having wider doors on the bathroom and a wider and more level path to the
water, changes that are not necessarily more disruptive or damaging.

When [ was visiting a wildlife refuge in Rhode Island in the spring of 2007, one
of the staff recounted the recent outcry from the local community about making trails
within the refuge wheelchair accessible. According to their complaints, both the mate-
rials used in such a trail (in this case, crushed asphalt) and the users of such trails
(presumably people with wheelchairs or other mobility aids) would be too noisy; birds
that nested in the area would be scared away by the trail’s imagined new inhabitants.
However, given how frequently hikers use cellphones, talk loudly with their compan-
ions, or yell after a child, it is hard to believe that noise is the real fear here. While
birders may dislike those interruptions as well, they were not advocating for barriers
to keep them out; children were permitted in the park without having to undergo some
kind of silencing or muting practice. (Moreover, I would imagine a crushed asphalt
trail or, especially, a paved trail would be much quieter than one made of thick gravel
or covered in dry, brittle leaves and branches).

Or, to take yet another example, in 2000, when a group of disabled and nondis-
abled hikers made a trek to the newly accessible hut at Galehead in the White Moun-
tains, they were met with derision on the trail by a nondisabled hiker who accused
them of taking up too much room and harming the terrain. In a letter to the editor of
the New York Times, Dan Bruce condemned those involved with the hike, charging
them with “selfishness™ “Wheelchairs do incredible damage to trails in these fragile
areas. Did anyone in the group do an environmental assessment before attempting the
exploit or consider that the damage done to the trail by their wheeled equipment may
take years for nature to repair?” What interests me about Bruce’s letter, and the com-
ments from the hiker on the trail, is the presumption that wheelchair users inevitably
damage trails more than other hikers do.

It was not just the disabled hikers’ presence on the trail that garnered criticism,
however, but the very idea that a backcountry cabin would be retrofitted with a wheel-
chair ramp and accessible bathroom. Challenging the need for the ramp, one reporter
asked “why people in wheelchairs could drag themselves up the trail and not drag
themselves up the steps to the hut?” If the hikers were able to complete such an arduous
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hike, in other words, surely they were capable of crawling up the steps to the cabin.

This challenge to the appropriateness of the Galehead ramp exemplifies the ways in

which nondisabled access is made invisible while disabled access is made hypervisible.
Steps are themselves an accommodation, just one made for a different kind of body; as

Jill Gravink notes, rather than focus on ramps as being out of place, the reporter could

have just as easily focused on stairs, demanding of nondisabled hike.rs, “W}xy bother
putting steps on the hut at all? Why not drag yourself in through a window? ’3“

Those who protest the development of accessible trails and services conszs.tent.ly
use the language of protection in making their claims; in their view, increasins (.ilsabl]-
ity access and protecting the environment are irreconcilable. But the fact that it is oﬁfen
only disability access that comes under such interrogation suggests an act of Aab?elst
forgetting. As the steps/ramp question shows, the development of t‘ralls and bulldlngs
that suit very particular bodies goes unmarked as access; indeed, it is only when atypi-
cal bodies are taken in to account that the question of access becomes a problem. The
rhetoric of ecoprotection then seems to be more about a discomfort with the artifaf:ts
of access—ramps, barrier-free pathways—and the bodies that use them. Trails, which
are mapped, cut, and maintained by human beings with tools and machinery, are seen

as natural, but wheelchair accessible trails are seen as unnatural. The very phrasing
of these sentences reveals the differences in valence: trails, by definition (or, more to §
the point, naturally), are not wheelchair accessible; they need no modii'ier. R.eading
for disability, then, opens up these assumptions, making visible the ways in which the 4
constructedness of all trails is covered over by focusing on the constructedness of some ]

trails.

to steeper trails that cut vertically through a slope) tend to reduce erosion, require
less maintenance, and increase accessibility because of their more gentle slopes and
inclines*

Access to the wilderness, as many disability activists and advocates argue, is not §

an all-or-nothing endeavor. Some accessible trails and entry points are better than
none, and trails that cannot be brought into full compliance with accessibility guide-
lines can often be easily modified to permit some disability access. Don Beers, a dis-
trict supervisor with California State Parks, explains, “The big thing was changing my

Some disability organizations, such as California-based Whole Access, have c':oun~ "
tered these assumptions, stressing that, while all trails affect the land, well-designed
trails can both minimize that impact and maximize accessibility for all people, includ- 1
ing those with mobility disabilities® For example, installing boardwalks over fragile 1
land, as has been done in the Florida Everglades, Cape Lookout National Seashore, and |
Yellowstone National Park, promotes access for people with mobility impairments and
people with small children while also protecting delicate terrain froTn' direct traffic. }
People are less likely to step off the boardwalk and walk through prohlblted/protected ,
areas than they are on a trail. In collaboration with California State Parks, Whole 1
Access documented how trails that follow the natural contours of the land (as opposed f:
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mindset that [accessibility] had to be all or nothing. . . . The thought now is, let’s look
at every trail to make it as accessible as possible.” Beers’s instruction to make every
trail “as accessible as possible” can be interpreted narrowly; like the call for “reason-
able” accommodation under the Americans with Disabilities Act, it can potentially be
used as a way to rule out some changes as too extreme (as “unreasonable”). But, read
radically, making every trail “as accessible as possible” means that every trail needs to
take every kind of body and way of movement into account. That doesn’t mean that
every single trail will actually accommodate every single body—there will be terrain
too rocky or too steep for some bodies and modalities. But this is true for all bodies,
disabled and nondisabled. What shifts in this view is that trails are no longer designed
only for one single body, and that decisions about trails are recognized as decisions,
ones that can be changed, extended, modified.

Moreover, making every trail as accessible as possible disrupts the long-stand-
ing pattern of making visitors’ centers and very short nature trails accessible, while
ignoring disability access everywhere else. Such a model of access, argues Ann Sieck, a
wheelchair hiker who has long been involved in attempts to improve wheelchair access
in Bay Area parks, sends “the alienating—if unintended—message that for disabled
people the outdoors is available only at ‘special’ facilities. It is hard to describe how
painful it is to be excluded through simple indifference, or through the ignorance of
planners who see no need to maximize the usability of trails that are not designated
‘whole access.”™*

Yet, as Laura Hershey recounts, even when wheelchair hikers discover trails for
themselves, their experiences are often not incorporated into official park literature.
Hiking in Yosemite with her lover and their attendant, Hershey came upon a sign
with “a red circle and bar canceling out the universal wheelchair access symbol” After
much discussion, Hershey and her companions chose to continue, and after a difficult
and bumpy ride they arrived at a magnificent view of a waterfall, Hershey included a
description of the hike in “Along Asphalt Trails,” an essay for National Parks, the mag-
azine of the National Parks Conservation Association. Prior to publication, however,
an editor cut that section of the essay because it might encourage readers to ignore
posted signs” Yet, as Hershey’s story demonstrates, such signs are based on ableist
assumptions about what “accessible” trails look like. I have hiked on the trail Hershey
describes, and it was more rugged than I could handle in my manual chair; I made it
to the waterfall only with generous help and my willingness to crawl on the ground.
It is inaccessible to many folks with mobility impairments (and perhaps also to adults
traveling with small children, or elderly hikers, or those uninterested in such a strenu-
ous hike), but not all. What seems important in Hershey’s story is its insistence that
disabled hikers have the same opportunities as nondisabled hikers to make their own
decisions about access, including unsuccessful (or even risky) ones.

Thus, the problem of assuming access to be an all-or-nothing endeavor extends
beyond the construction and maintenance of trails to the training given park rangers
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and wildlife docents. As long as they are talking to nondisabled hikers, park rangers
are full of detailed information about hiking trails in the area. I have often o:)sel:?/]fe
rangers asking hikers what kind of terrain they want, how long t.hey wan}:t 0 1r I,
and what level of difficulty best suits their needs. As a \.NheelChall' user, o;veve A
am seldom asked these kinds of questions, as if my desired level of dxﬂi.cu ty w],;reri
self-evident. As Sieck notes, “park rangers are also unable to answer quest}onisf Tct)lu
a trail’s usability—it’s either designated as accessible or not, (‘end of discussion. ; is
lack of information is mirrored in park maps and other n'laterla¥ t.h‘at make no rnein ion
of accessible facilities, or, more often, that assume accessible facilities to mean only one

kind of experience.
Scrambling, Climbing, Touching, Holding: How to Crip the Trail Map

Loss is a topic disabled people are typically reluctant to d.iscus.s, and for good l:ij:n:
Disability is all too often read exclusively in such terms, with bltternelss, pity, :; 3 gs
edy being the dominant registers through which contempore.lry Us ];:u turekL;n sand
the experiences of disabled people. Why encourage such attmfdes Y sPe;l ng p . thz
about our inabilities, frustrations, and limitations? Yet loss. is undeniably on; ol
motivations behind this chapter, behind my concern with trallls fand beaches anl a;cefsts.
Prior to my injuries, I was a runner, and running was an act1v1ty.I loved large y for c::
solitude, Running gave me the adrenaline high of phys1?al exertlf)n, but m;n-e 1ml;; >
tantly it served as a meditative practice, as a way to be outsm‘ie alone in natur;. 1l;an a ; tg
the beach in eastern North Carolina, through the woods in upstate New York, nex :
farmland in northern California; I used these experierfces to clear my hea.d,dto \;na :
sense of my thoughts, to maintain my mental and physxc?l health. When Lin ; zinc_
writes about discovering herself in nature, feeling at one with the ecosystem, or <leve i};t
ing relationships with nonhuman nature by wading through a F)og, I lfnow exa::tl); :;rﬁcs
she is talking about; I feel it in my bones. Although I agree erlth' envn:onmenha itics
in their deconstruction of the “nature” experience, and their 1nsEstence E‘hat t. deri is
bright line between nature and culture, I cannot deny that 1 feel different o'u'ts1 :ei, tav;az
from traffic and exhaust pipes and crowds of people. That I'have been condltloneCh ocl e :
this way does not change the fact that I feel more at peace in my bo.dy when perched ol
the side of a cliff, or gazing over a meadow, or surrounded by sequoias. ot
Loss factors into all of this because such experiences are made mu.ch more :11 cuIt
by the body I have now, the body that relies primarily on a wheelchalf for r}lo i k1tyt .
is hard to find an isolated yet accessible trail that will grant me the S(.)lltl'l(ﬂ}ie ;ee- ; ; X
hard to get down to the water’s edge or up the cliff’s peak. Paf't of this difficu t}f 1sthua t
to the histories of trail development and access discussed' earlier—the assum.;;tloxla) t.t
only certain kinds of bodies need to be accommodated in parks and on trai s;— u fl
is also due to the terrain itself. There simply are hills too steep, cree.ks too ro;:d VA So;
too sandy for a wheelchair; or, rather, ensuring access Fo some locations wt0111 y r;t:ae
so drastically altering those locations that the aesthetic and environmental damag,
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to the area would be profound. (The same is true, of course, for nondisabled access to
some areas.)

Thus, this kind of project entails reckoning with loss, limitation, inability, and
failure. Indeed, I long to hear stories that not only admit limitation, frustration, even
failure, but that recognize such failure as ground for theory itself. What might Vance’s
ecofeminist have learned about her connection to nonhuman nature if she had fallen
in that mucky bog? How might her framing of nature shift if she had turned around
that day, finding the bog too slippery for her loping gait? Moving outward from eco-
feminism, we can occasionally find disability in popular nature writing, but almost
always as something to be overcome, and overcome spectacularly. The story of Eric
Weihenmayer’s blind ascent of Mount Everest, for example, relies on disability to hold
our interest, but the narrative’s very structure assumes that our interest is dependent
on disability eventually being vanquished.

Weihenmayer’s memoir, Touch the Top of the World, suggests that successfully
hiking Everest was a way for him to “transcend” his blindness, His story would lose
its thread if it ended not with the successful ascent but with Weihenmayer discovering
that the peak was simply too high, or the climb too dangerous, or the risks too great.
Weihenmayer does mention two instances when he and his climbing partner turned
back, failing to reach the summit of Humphrey’s Peak in Arizona, and, later, of Long’s
Peak in Colorado. But these two stories appear in the first few pages of the book, and

only in passing; their function in the narrative is to make Weihenmayer’s later suc-
cesses all the more remarkable )

Weihenmayer’s climb—not to mention his career as a motivational speaker—

exemplifies the narrative of the “supercrip,” the stereotypical disabled person who gar-
ners media attention for accomplishing some feat considered too difficult for disabled
people (depending on the kind of impairment under discussion, supercrip acts can
include anything from rock climbing to driving a car). Weihenmayer is familiar with
the supercrip narrative, and at times seems wary and tired of it, but his book cannot
easily be read through any other lens. Its narrative structure repeats the overcoming
tale over and over again, both within and between chapters, and everything about the
marketing of the book, from its cover images to its promotional blurbs, rejterates this
interpretation of Weihenmayer. Supercrip stories rely heavily on the individual/medi-
cal model of disability, portraying disability as something to be overcome through
hard work and perseverance. And a disabled person accomplishing an amazing adven-
ture in the wilderness is one of the most pervasive supercrip narratives; such stories
are popular because of their twinned conquests: both disability and wilderness are
overcome by individual feats of strength and will. As Petra Kuppers notes, “[T]he same
language of overcoming used traditionally in relation to nature conquests also informs
much writing about disability: conquest and vanquishing, lording over or being lorded
over, climbing the mountain or perishing on its slopes.™ Indeed, it is the very combi-
nation of these barriers that makes the stories work.
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To return to my earlier questions, then, what st‘or§es get e.ffaced‘ l})ly this foc:i ;;n
the supercrip’s achievements? Can we imagine a crip 1f1tera<?t10nhw;f 'riat?or:; ofthlz
engagement with wilderness, that doesn’t rely on elthe‘r ignoring the 'lmtl ; gk
body or triumphing over them? In asking these questl(?ns, Tam motiva ed )lff desire
to write myself back into nature even as I unpack the binary of nature anh sle ;\ e
and human. Discussions about the practicalities of access—such as W ole c;:a:he
advocacy for universally designed trails—is certainlyr a necessary part of this \;'or s,uCh
sooner we recognize that all trails are built interventions on the landscali'e,uan as ueh
can be reimagined or reconceived, the sooner we can make om forafu ;r rar‘l,fr "
bodies, including but not limited to disabled people. Equal.ly 1fnporta1:1t, owe tu,re
a willingness to expand our understanding of human' bodies in norli uma;n ;1; ! If,
to multiply the possibilities for understanding naturi in .and throug 0}111r 0 nd; 0;
as Catriona Sandilands argues, queer ecology means seeing l.>e:auty in the wou 9o of
the world and taking responsibility to care for the world as it is,” then perha[.;sl a enrl:d
nist/queer/crip ecology might mean approaching nature through the lenses of loss a

; 4,

amb}l"ﬁl::z; disabled people and disability studies scholars df)ing e'xactly thi; llflg;la :ef
reimagining. In Exile and Pride: Disability, Queerness, and Lfbefatzon, poef(h [ionhu-
provides a moving reflection on the diverse ways human l')o?ms mterac:1 wi :
man nature, He begins with a tale of hiking New Hampshire’s Mount Adams:

il divides and divides again, steeper and rockier now, mo’ving not around put
gt:rt;?ltsd ;‘fnc(:aggy granite, mtg;ssy and a bit slick from the night’s rau}. I star;lhi\lnfx:)%
to watch where I put my feet. Balance has always begn somewhat oha prob e  or
me, my right foot less steady than my left. On uncertain groundt eac ; stepI tei(; o
a studied move, especially when my weight is balanced on my nghi oot. '?1 ke th
trail slowly, bringing both feet together, solid on one stone, tffore eaning i y
next step. . . . There is no rhythm to my stop-and-go clamber.

Clare scrambles up and down the mountain, climbing on all fours when he cannot trust

his feet. As do other ecocritics and ecofeminists, Clare uses his experienci:s asa grourlld
for theory, in his case moving from this particular hike to a longe; med}tatton on t f; A
politics of bodies, access, and ableism, In other respects, however, Clare’s narrative o

the mountain stands in stark contrast to the prevailing narrative of moving throulglh
nature without any difficulties. In Clare’s ascent of Mount Adams, he mus; eventgahi)sr
reckon with the limitations of his own body. As the afternoon wears on, Clare an i
friend realize that they will probably need to turn around before reaching the summit,

given Clare’s slow pace and the remaining hours of daylight. Such a decision doesn’t |

come easily, however, and Clare shares his frustrations with his reader:

I want to continue up to treeline, the pines shf)rter and shorter, grown t:nﬁfedsitlls
withered, giving way to scrub brush, then to lichen-covered gr;mte,btlxp c})l o
drenched cap where the mountains all tumble out toward'the :zy‘ tlnle itation.s
want to so badly, but fear rumbles next to love next to real lived physical lim ,
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and so we decide to turn around. I cry, maybe for the first time, over something I
want to do, had many reasons to believe I could, but really can’t. I cry hard, then get

- up and follow Adrianne back down the mountain, It’s hard and slow, and I use my
hands and butt often and wish I could use gravity as Adrianne does to bounce from
one flat spot to another, down this jumbled pile of rocks.+

Clare goes on to discuss his ambivalence with thig decision, an ambivalence stemming

from his own internalized ableism. He cannot help but feel that he should have gone
on, he should have overcome his limitations:

I climbed Mount Adams for an hour and a half scared, not sure I'd ever be able to
climb down, knowing that on the next rock my balance could give out, and yet I
climbed. Climbed surely because I wanted the summit, because of the love rumbling
in my bones. But climbed also because I wanted to say, “Yes, I have CP [cerebral
palsy], but see. See, watch me. I can climb mountains too.” I wanted to prove myself
once again. I wanted to overcome my CP. ... The mountain just won't let go.+

Clare uses this experience to reflect on the ways in which disabled people hold our-
selves up to norms that we can never achieve, norms that were based on bodies, minds,
or experiences unlike our own. We want to believe that if we accomplish the right
goals, if we overcome enough obstacles, we can defend ourselves against disability
oppression.* The mountain, both literal and metaphorical, becomes a proving ground
rather than a site of connection or relation, and it is this characterization that Clare
challenges throughout the book. '

The mountain as proving ground is a terrain of fierce independence; “In the wil-
derness myth, the body is pure, ‘solo, left to its own devices, and unmediated by any
kind of aid.s Cripping this terrain, then, entails a more collaborative approach to
nature. Kuppers depicts human-nonhuman nature interactions not in terms of solo
ascents or individual feats of achievement, but in terms of community action and rit-

ual. Describing a gathering of disabled writers, artists, and community members, she
writes,

We create our own thythms and rock ourselves into the world of nature, lose our-
selves in a moment of sharing: hummed songs in the round, shared breath, leanings,
rocks against wood, leaves falling gentle against skin, bodies braced against oth-

ers gently lowering toes into waves, touch of bark against finger, cheek, from warm
hand to cold snow and back again,v

In this resolutely embodied description, the human and nonhuman are brought into
direct contact, connecting the fallen leaf to the tree, or the breath to the wind. What
entices me about this description is that it acknowledges loss or inability—she goes
on to describe the borders of parking lots and the edges of pathways as the featured
terrain, not cliff tops and crevices—and suggests alternative ways of interacting with
the worlds around us. Rather than conquering or overcoming nature, Kuppers and
her comrades describe caressing it, gazing upon it, breathing with it. Such forms of
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interaction are made more possible by recognizing nature as (and 1nz evterz;tlll(:log
around us. The edges of the park, the spaces along its borders, are a part o nath h, Our.
Moreover, Kuppers’s “we” is an acknowledgen.lent of the ways mlw I_llc ! our
encounters with nature include and encompas; rela}t:or:}sl ::1;l;a;t:iro f:,e(i): (e).ur znder_
i our relationships with each o . ;
:tr:nldni:;d:t? iﬁ:erlll;’n;?:rlnan world. Samuel Luri‘e, wbo is no.ndisabled, hints of this
interdependence in an essay about his relationship with Clare:

ikes i lippery trail, the kind where
e of our first hikes in Vermont, on a st(eep, slipp
glr: r(::)ves especially slowly—he was shrugging off my outsfretched han«(i;v n’?:
wanting any help. But I was only offering it in part to provide balan;e. \ ”eHe
lovers out on a hike,” I reasoned, “you’re supposed to want to hold my hand.
hed, relaxing, the tension breaking. . .. ‘ .
. Vf/e hike mgre easily now, Eli referring to my hand serving as that “third

point of contact”—stabilizing and comforting.+*

How might this story of interdependence, of moving thro;llgl.x t;oTl:umt:;n :f:;;i t)r}
i i feminism? How might it bolster the ]
relationship, expand the realm of eco by preseting |
iti j istinctions between humans and nature by p
ecocritics who reject popular distinc A e
ith nature? What happens to theory ;
other humans as part of our encounters wi ; e
it i imari les of individuals’ encounters with nature, ]
it is no longer based primarily on ta ' ls" ! . ut ont |
experiences of interdependence and community? Hiking W{th a sm‘all Ch‘lld, asslis_u:lgl 'f
an elderly relative through the woods, or sitting with a nelghl;)or ina c1tyvpa;1r el
iviti i i — transform our ideas about nature an
activities we might be doing already—can : —y
izi i dence makes room for a range of exper 1
ourselves. Recognizing our interdepen 0! i ]
human and nonhuman nature, disrupting the ableist ideology that everyone interacts |
with nature in the same way. . |
In her video “In My Language,” A. M. (Amanda) Baggs offers a visual anc(l:1 ?uirl 4
description of her interactions with the world around her, a desc1.'1pt1(2[l‘1 tlbaat 1iae 1cih)e'
i i f both nature and interaction. To be clear, ;
expands econormative conceptions o . . the.
vicll)eo is not “about” nature and the environment but is, rather, an autobxogra{pll]ul:al ]
account of living with autism. Yet, in this self-portrait, Baggs mtera‘cts f‘u]ly zzt : e:
surroundings, challenging implicit assumptions that natur}e} olttjlyfe:;:sts . dout tt}:;n:, naily :
’ the video, ,
i day spaces around us. In the first half o ly |
opposed to in the everyday . i ibmametant
’ d noises; the second half featu i
sounds we hear are Baggs’s wordless songs an g
is voi ter. Throughout, we watch Baggs touch, |
Baggs wrote that is voiced by her compu :
listi?l to, look at, and tap objects around her. In one scene, Baggs runs her fingers :
under a faucet, gently moving her fingers through the water. These images are acc?zs
panied by text scrolling across the bottom of the screen, and Baggs’s computer votiorl v
= is about being in a constant conversa !
the words she has typed: “It [my language] 1s . el
with every aspect of my environment. Reacting physically tc.) all par'ts of m)lrl sirrouarﬁr
ings. ... The water doesn’t symbolize anything. I am just nzteractmg with the w: T
as the water interacts with me.™ The images confirm Baggs’s syntax: the water sp ,
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across her fingers, shifting its flow in response to her movements. In foregrounding
this mutual interaction between fingers and water, between self and stream, Baggs
pushes us to expand our conceptions of both language and nature; indeed, the two
are intimately related. Language is about interaction with our environments, a mutyal
interaction that does not, cannot, occur only in spoken words or written text,

Yet, as Baggs reminds us, spoken words and written text are almost always the
only forms of communication recognized and valued as language. Similarly, only cer-
tain kinds of interactions with the environment are recognized as such; swimming
in the ocean and wading in mountain streams are more likely to be understood as
meaningful ways to interact with water, while running one’s fingers under a faucet is
not. But why not? The answer lies partly in long-standing assumptions that nature and
the environment only exist “out there,” outside of our houses and neighborhoods; the
answer lies, too, in long-standing—and even less visible—assumptions that only cer-
tain ways of understanding and acting on one’s relation to the environment (includ-
ing other humans) are acceptable. These assumptions have significant material effects.
Seeing nature as only “out there,” or faucet water as categorically different from ocean
water, makes environmental justice work all the more difficylt. And, as Baggs argues
in her video, seeing her diverse interactions with her environment as strange or abnor-
mal makes it all too easy to ignore the institutionalization and abuse of people on the
autism spectrum or people with intellectual disabilities.

Artist Riva Lehrer offers more visual images of crip approaches to nature, repre-

sentations that argue for human-nonhuman relationships based on the very limita-
tions or variations of the body that are typically ignored in environmental literature,
In In the Yellow Woods (fig. 6.1), a woman kneels on the ground, peeling the bark from a
branch with her knife. She looks down, concentrating on her work, completely focused
on the task before her, On the ground around her are scattered bones, bones she has
carved herself from tree branches and trunks. A perfect pelvis, a rib cage, random
bits of leg and spine—all lie next to her on the ground. She is literally carving a body
from the trees. The painting, and the woman, seem inhabited by loss; the intensity of
her concentration suggests the necessity of these new bones, these bones untouched
by pain or surgery or breakage. And yet the scattered placement of the bones suggests
that this work is not about creating some wholeness, not about finding the cure in this
forest; she has not arranged the bones in the shape of a body, and she is not inserting
them into her skin. Rather the bones scem to sink into the fallen leaves, to become part
of the autumn landscape.

Bones become roots, linking this woman—her body, her self—to the landscape,
literally grounding her in space and time. And time itseif is in play here, as these bones
vary in their coloration, marking time across their surfaces, The pelvis gleams white,
new, untouched by rain and storm, while some of the longer bones—rib, clavicle,
femur—bear the marks of time, calling to mind fossils of previous generations, sug-
gesting that these bones are not only for her. By the same token, the dress pattern
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Figure 6.1. Riva Lehrer, In the Yellow Wood, 1993, acrylic on panel.

tacked to the tree in the background suggests a future project, a si.gn of additiona.l worl;
to come, a guideline for other bodies. Although depicted alone in this forest, signs o

other bodies, other figures, echo around the woman.

It is the process captured in the painting that captures me, that draws me in to thef
figure’s meditative practice. How does this painting simultaneously offer a new map of §

the body and a new map of nature? How might it open up new avenues‘of understand-
ing ourselves in relationship to nonhuman nature? Indeed, how does it blur the very

line between the human and the nonhuman? Reading tbis painting frot'n a ;npp}:ed ;c;)- ]
feminist perspective, I see a woman making a connfectlon between ca:’mi (;r t :,1 d(:h)e'
and caring for the earth, suggesting an expanded view of health. that loo| s [e,?’[(-)t y ]
boundaries of the body. This is not a supercrip story of triumphing over'd'lsa ility, im 1
it’s not an ableist story of bodies without limitation. It’s a story of recognizing ourselves }

in the world around us, recognizing common structures of bone, flesh, oxygen, and air.

These connections manifest again in Lehrer’s portrait of Eli (?lare, pfar.t of he; ]
Circle Stories series of paintings chronicling the lives of disability artists, activists, and .

intellectuals. In this 2003 painting (fig. 6.2), Clare crouches on the gro%md, one 1l‘mede
touching the sandy soil, the other bracing his body. In the backgrour'ld is ; rn]rf.r hnz;e
by trees, trees that are reflected in the surface of the water. The fletall with w }1:: 5
flora is represented is telling, making clear that the p'lax.lts are as 1mport_a:lnt as (ti ; ptehe
son. In fact, “person” and “plant” are not so easily dlstfnguxshed, as evl en;ie y y
young sapling emerging out of Clare’s chest. The tree is rooted firmly in the groun

Figure 6.2. Riva Lehrer, Circle Stories/Elj Clare, 2003, actylic on panel.

before Clare, and it curves to snake through his shirt. It’s not clear if Clare has but.
toned his shirt around the tree, clutching it to his chest, or if the tree made its own way
onto Clare’s skin, the two figures moving upward together. The painting is breathtak-
ing in its conjuring of an entire ecosystem, one that recognizes human as inextricably
part of nature. Its power also lies in its mythology, in its blending together of environ-
mental, disability, and gender politics.

As Lehrer makes clear in her artist’s statement, her Circle Stories paintings are
intensely collaborative. She meets repeatedly with her subjects, studying and dis-
cussing their work, and brainstorming potential imagery. Lehrer’s work with Clare
coincided with his transition from butch female to genderqueer to transman (the col-
laboration lasted approximately two and one-half years), and it seems no accident that
this young tree explodes from the site of Clare’s changed chest. The image implicitly
challenges easy depictions of technology as bad, as encroaching on the alleged purity
of nature. This tree is healthy, vibrant; advanced biomedicine hasn’t stunted its growth.
On the ground before Clare are long locks of red hair, even a piece of a braid, suggest-
ing that Clare has shed traces of femininity just as the trees around him will drop their
leaves. The site of nature serves as a site of transformation in this painting, the clutched
tree rooting Clare in his history but also exploding outward in new directions.

These tales of the gendered body intertwine with tales of the crip body. Clare
writes poignant prose and poetry about living in a body marked by tremors and an
uneven gait, signs of his cerebral palsy. Knowing these histories of Clare’s body, I can’t
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help but notice that it is Clare’s right hand that clutches the tree to his chest, his right
hand that pulls the shirt closed around his sapling. In an essay titled “Stolen Bod-
ies, Reclaimed Bodies,” Clare writes, “Sometimes I wanted to cut off my right arm
so it wouldn’t shake. My shame was that plain, that bleak.™ This image serves as an
antidote to that memory, a reclaiming of that right arm. The steady sureness of the
sapling—rooted, curving into Clare’s body without breaking or splintering—becomes
linked to the sure shaking of Clare’s body, so that the tremors become rooted in both
the body and the place. Like with the bone woman in the forest, Clare isn’t connect-
ing with nature in order to be cured of his allegedly broken body, but rather is solidly
locating that body in space and time. He’s not getting rid of the tremor but locating it,
grounding it; it’s as much a part of his body as the tree. As in her self-portrait In the Yel-
low Wood, Lehrer again presents a model of embodied environmentalism, of a concern
with how we can get on together, earth, bone, and body.

1 bring these paintings into my exploration of disability and environmentalism
because they conjure images of nature-human relationships that not only allow for the
presence of bodies with limited, odd, or queer movements and orientations, but they
literally carve out a space for them, recognizing them as a vital part of the landscape. |
The content of Clare’s and Lehrer’s work as activists encourages my paying attention ]
to these images, facilitates my placing them within the discourse of ecological femi-
nism and environmentalism. Both of them are longtime advocates for environmental §
causes: Exile and Pride is a complex meditation on relationships among race, class, i
poverty, labor politics, gender, and environmental destruction/conservation in the
Pacific Northwest, and Lehrer is a longtime supporter of animal rights movements*
Moreover, they both make explicit connections between these environmental projects
and their location in disability communities. Clare writes poignantly about the dis-
abling effects of logging on bodies and ecosystems, and of coming to understand his
crip body on the rural roads and creeksides of rural Oregon. His book, which bears the
subtitle Disability, Queerness, and Liberation, is dedicated “to the rocks and trees, hills ]
and beaches,” suggesting a direct link between his understanding of queer disabil- |
ity and the landscapes around him. Similarly, Lehrer’s paintings often combine land-
scapes with portraits, and nonhuman animals are a common presence in her paint-
ings and drawings. In two of her most recent series, Family and Totems and Familiars,
she showcases relationships between human and nonhuman animals; in the latter, she
depicts crip artists such as Nomy Lamm alongside their animal familiars, animals that |
serve as alter egos or sources of strength. The cultural productions of artists such as
Clare and Lehrer enact alternate versions of nature and of humans’ position within it.
They are imagining and embodying new understandings of environmentalism that
take disability experiences seriously, as sites of knowledge production about nature.
Their future visions, because grounded in present crip communities, recognize dis-
ability experiences and human limitations as essential, not marginal or tangential, to
questions about “nature” and environmental movements.

/ Accessible Futures, Future Coalitions

A vital moment in coalitional political rhetoric is its ability to construct connections

among struggles that may be not only diverse, but opposed to one another in many
respects.

-—Catriona Sandilands, The Good-Natured Feminist

Whaen pescrising DISABILITY studies to my students, I often draw on Douglas
Baynton’s insight that “disability is everywhere in history once you begin looking for
it™ For Baynton, “looking for it” entails not only recovering the stories of disabled
people or tracing histories of disability discrimination but also exploring how notions
of disability and able-mindedness/able-bodiedness have functioned in different con-
texts. Baynton issues his provocation to historians, but disability studies scholars in
other fields have extended its reach, pushing their own colleagues to recognize dis-
ability as a category of analysis. Deeply influenced by and indebted to this work, I use
this final chapter to read Baynton’s assertion differently. Rather than direct his insight
outward, to those not currently working in disability studies, I turn inward, directing
it to the field itself. If “disability is everywhere . . . once you begin looking for it,” where
do we, as disability studies scholars and activists, continue not to look? Where do we
find disability and where do we miss it? In which theories and in which movements do
we recognize ourselves, or recognize disability, and which theories and movements do
we continue to see as separate from or tangential to disability studies?

These questions, and potential answers to them, have surfaced in previous chap-
ters, but in this final chapter I address them more directly. In imagining what accessi-
ble futures might look like or might include, I find myself thinking about the possibili-
ties of cross-movement work, both intellectually and politically. If disability is every-
where once we start looking for it, then why not look for it in the other social justice
movements at work in contemporary culture? My understanding of disability rights,
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