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I don’t want no fucking country, here

or there and all the way back, I don’t like it, none of it,

easy as that.

-- Dionne Brand

I will call it an invigorating coincidence that the title of this panel, Thinking critically about the body and its connection to the world, which was collectively conceived months ago, speaks so nicely to a conversation sparked by the stanza I just read; a conversation about place, people and belongingness which has currently captured my attention and imagination. The stanza comes from the poem Land to light on, by Dionne Brand, a Toronto-based poet whose work engages issues of diaspora, land, territory, home and belongingness in a post-Columbus world. Addressing this stanza, Katherine McKittrick, a feminist, diaspora, and critical geography scholar, suggests that Brand’s decision to give up on land—to want no country—is to “disclose that geography is always human, and that humanness is always tied to the geographic” (2006, p. ix). Indeed, as McKittrick tells us, “if we trust Brand’s insights, she also knows that these rules are alterable and there exists a terrain through which different geographic stories can be told” (2006, p. x). Note: I use “geography” following McKittrick, to refer to “space, place and location in their physical materiality and imaginative configurations” (2006, p. x).

Months ago I committed to “thinking critically about the body and its connection to the world” and I will do this by attending to how the geographies of disability and diaspora—normative and alternative— are integral to the meaning made of the people who are contained in, attracted to, or otherwise belong within these spaces.  I begin by suggesting that diaspora and disabled people share a resemblance in that the “normative geography” of each is one of containment, containing disabled and racialized bodies as well as our cultural understandings of those bodies. Note: I use “normative geography to refer to one’s ‘normal’ or ‘naturalized’ place of belonging within the nation-state, specifically Canada and the U.S. The second half of my talk will interrogate alternative geographies—places and spaces in both physical and imaginative realms wherein bodies can belong and mean differently, focusing primarily on crip communities.  Here I attempt to trace out how “different geographic stories can be told” by suggesting that disability can be placed and understood outside of its cultural container, in such a way that imagines disability as a valued embodiment and cultural presence…. a communal desire.  

Part 1: A normative geography of disability

McKittrick suggests, “geography is infused with ways of knowing”. And because I agree that geography and humanness are closely intertwined, it must follow that the way we ‘know’ certain geographies has much to do with the way we understand the bodies that occupy or are contained by these spaces. Of course, the reverse is also true: The way we come to “know” certain bodies has much to do with how we understand the geographic spaces they occupy, normatively speaking. Therefore, in order to uncover how certain bodies come to “mean” within nationalist culture, which is intimately related to how certain lives (or ontologies) are valued and others are devalued according to nationalistic investments, we must first attend to where these bodies normatively belong, paying particular attention to how the construction of such geographic spaces dictates the “discursive field”—the parameters of the limits and possibilities—under and through which we come to ‘know’ particular subjectivities (Foucault, 1979). 

In my larger work of which this is a part, I suggest that diaspora and disabled people resemble one another for the way each relates to their national ‘home’ from the “contradictory social position of belonging and not”, following Walcott (2008). And from this position of not belonging or “un-belonging”, as Brand writes it, diaspora and disabled people enact communities of alterity in which their identities can mean, and they can belong, differently. Diaspora and disabled people also share a resemblance in that the geography in which they do belong within the nation-state is one of containment. There are many historical and contemporary examples of this, but for the brevity of this talk I will, very briefly, focus on two historical examples of cultural containers: the slave ship and the asylum. 

In her book Demonic Grounds, McKittrick discusses how the slave ship— a geographic symbol of the slave trade, one the first instances of diaspora travel, that is travel without pleasure or choice— “contained” interpretive understanding of black humanity, and thereby understanding of the struggle for black liberation during the time of slavery, at the same time as it is contained black bodies (McKittrick 2009). In this way the geography of the slave ship “contained and regulated”, as it hid, black humanity naturalizing the understanding that those inside, bound to the walls, were neither “seeable (sic) nor liberated subjects” (2006, p. x). 
Similar to this “geography of slavery”, in a North American historical context, the “geography of disability” – and here I include madness, is also one of containment. Note: It is not lost on me that I just lumped together “madness” and “disability” and I don’t mean this to be a thoughtless remark, or an ahistorical one, or at least one without pause. I am referring to madness and disability once because people diagnosed as insane and crippled are often placed in similar geographies of containment, particularly throughout the asylum era. 
As many have argued, the work of containing disability—physical, mental, psychiatric, emotional, and intellectual— in asylums positions disability as “there”, which guarantees, although impossibly so, that it is “not here”. Such geographic work, resembling the containment of slavery in the geographic site of the slave ship, ensures that all other spaces are geographies of normativty… places without slaves, without “the insane”: geographies of safety. More than this, such normative geographies are “infused with ways of knowing”, in McKittrick’s words, ways of “knowing” or interpreting the humanity of those who are geographically contained in such spaces; a “knowing” that is enforced as such cultural containers become naturalized as the rightful place of belonging for disabled and racialized people within the nation-state. 
Recalling McKittrick’s entanglement of humanness and geography begs us to attend to how racialized and disabled people’s placement in such geographic containers is dependent upon a particular understanding of their humanness; namely the denial of it.. Such a denial of humanness, which is much more than a devaluing of humanity, is geographically evident, and also geographically reinforced, in a variety of ways. Again, briefly, the cultural denial of the humanity of disabled and diaspora people is evidenced by the unfit living conditions of asylums—no heat, poor food, a lack of medical services . These living conditions—conditions “unfit for humans”— also describe geographies of blackness, such as slave ships, plantations, and more contemporarily, schools, hospitals, and government housing in ghettos. The denial of humanness is further evidenced in the drastic measures taken to ensure that disabled and racialized people do not reproduce, such as sterilization and coerced abortion, eugenic practices which are sanctioned and widely practiced in these “geographies of normativity”. These examples make it strikingly clear just how understandings and meanings of humanness, or lack thereof, are unquestionably tangled up in the geographic. 
Part 2:  Different geographic stories of geography


In contemporary times and in contemporary ways, disabled bodies and understandings of disability remain contained, problematically so. And, as I have been emphasizing throughout, there is much investment in the geographic containment, both materially and discursively, of disability. Contained by hospitals, we are rendered nothing other than a problem of medicine. Contained by mental healthcare “centres”, we remain problems of sanity. Prisons contain us as problems of lawful compliance and civil society. Special education classrooms contain us as educational problems. Group homes contain us as problems for the “community”. In the midst of all of these “normative geographies of disability”— places in which disability ‘normally belongs’ in the nation-state according to national discourses and (dis)investments— it is easy to sympathize with Brand’s desire for “no country”. However,  “Geography is not […] secure and unwavering; we produce space, we produce its meanings, and we work very hard to make geography what it is”, McKittrick writes (2006, p. xi). As an example of this she offers, “The physicality of the slave ship [contributes] to the process of social concealment and dehumanization but, importantly, black subjectivity is not swallowed up by the ship itself” (2006, xii). Likewise we can produce the space and meaning of disability differently… communally. And in these acts of claiming and reclaiming we do not necessarily transcend the geographies we find ourselves in. But collectively—communally—we can map different geographies of disability, both in physicality and in imagination, onto and between the normative territories in which we find ourselves.

Disability/crip communities are such spaces of geographic alterity wherein disability can belong, and therefore mean, differently. Zygmunt Bauman tells us that for communities to be so, that is, distinguishable from the background order of normalcy, they must be bound together by some thing; a thing he refers to as a “shared understanding” (2003). Crip communities, I propose/suppose are bound together by the shared understanding that disability— in all of its embodiments – is not only an uncontended expression of humanness, but it also desirable, sexy, generative of knowledge, worthy of holding on to… communally binding… an indigenous way of living. This is it, dare I say, the ‘essence’ of crip community. This desire for disability, a desire antagonistic to normative geography’s desire to have it expunged— is what distinguishes— “us” as a “we”. This is, perhaps, a simplistic account of the grounds of crip community and I don’t mean to be glib. I know that is somewhat commonly asserted that the binding feature of our communities is the shared experience of oppression and projects of emancipation. I am not suggesting that fighting against ableism and other forms of oppression are not essential workings of crip communities, but this is not, in my opinion, their sole motivator or activity. I say this in tune with Gail Weiss’s suggestion that when the only function of minority communities are framed up as the pursuit of toppling oppression, “it pits the individual or community against society and makes it seem as if the issue is primarily a matter of enabling members to break free from social restraints…” (2008, p. 4). While this is, as I have said, important, to maintain it as primary assumes that every member of our community has similar experiences of oppression that can therefore be similarly overcome. Moreover, to claim that this is the prime feature of our communal practices could imply that we believe that once we rid ourselves of oppression—structural, legal and attitudinal discrimination— we also rid ourselves of disability. This is obviously contrary to my claim that our communal is bound is the desire for disability. It could negate all other “communifying” practices, such as scholarly, activist, artistic work as well as acts living together, maybe even comfortably at times, in the midst of an inhospitable culture (Mercer, 1993).
In my figuration of crip community they are bound by common investment rather than a shared identity. In other words, you do not have to be a crip to belong to this community. And in this way, at the same time as they disrupt the normative geography, and therefore meaning, of disability, crip communities also tell different geographic stories of communities themselves. Crip communities “unworks” communal structures because their figuration disrupts the taken-for-granted relationship between identity (the individual) and community (the collective).  In crip community, one member may experience their disability as a “becoming” or as progressing, an ever-shifting embodiment that allows them to relate to their community and their communal others in different, never stable ways. Another may not currently be disabled, or currently be disabled in a particular way, and become disabled, or become disabled differently, either with time or through an accident. Another may have a disability that comes to them one day/moment, leaves the next, ever-returning and ever-leaving. And in community with a desire for disability wherein disability is experienced as inter-subjective (Weiss) and is enacted between two members, one disabled the other not, own by no one, cradled by both. Disability teaches us that just as embodiments shift and so do our communal experiences and relations. Given this, we cannot rely on identity for the “natural”/naturalized core of community or the root of commonality that makes community so. 

In the midst of all of this uncertainty, which the uncontainable character of disability demands and allows for, we are still a community. Communally, we welcome in disability in all of its embodiments, consciousnesses, stories and knowledges, ushering in disability and disabled people as desired presences, crip communities can release disability from its cultural container in which disability—its bodies and understandings—are bound to its normative expectations that it is always and only a problem attached to the desire and active pursuit for its solution. And within our communities, bound by the shared understanding of the desire for, rather than the extinction of disability, we create new places of belongingness and also meanings of disability for, as McKittrick reminds, geography determines where, and therefore who, we are (2006, p. xiv).  
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