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Cripping Anti-Futurity, 
or, If You Love Queer Theory So Much, Why Don’t You Marry It?
From the Oxford English Dictionary, 2010 (!) edition:

Normal.  adj.

a. Constituting or conforming to a type or standard; regular, usual, typical; ordinary, conventional. 

    b. Of a person: physically and mentally sound; free from any disorder; healthy. 

    c. Of, relating to, or intended for the training of teachers.

    d. Heterosexual. 

***

At the University of California, Berkeley, where I earned my Ph.D. degree in English, graduate student education is structured by an administrative construct called, with no hint of irony, “normative time,” referring “to the amount of time it takes ideally for a student in a particular discipline to complete a doctoral degree.”
  I myself was a paragon of normativity, despite the fact that, while earning my doctorate, not only did I live with a chronic debilitating illness—which at times weakened me to the point that I had to lie on the floor during seminars, gazing up at the scarred wooden undersides of my fellow students’ chairs while they discussed Matthew Arnold and Elizabeth Barrett Browning—but I also became the parent of an extremely time-consuming baby boy.
Before we all begin cheering for my heroic narrative of overcoming, however, allow me to observe that both of those “circumstances”—disabling illness and motherhood—are grounds for stopping the normative time clock, much as the tenure clock can be stopped for faculty.  The official policy states: “Because of the official demands of childbearing, a woman who has taken time to accommodate childbirth or other serious parental demands may receive an extension of up to one extra year” of normative time, while “a man may receive a six-month extension.”
   As for queer non-biological mothers like myself, I suppose we fit into the category of “men” defined as “parents who do not give birth”; yet, in my case due to my disability, the “physical demands” of parenting that first year affected me just as severely as they did my nondisabled, birth mom partner.   As Corbett O’Toole and Vicki D’Aoust observe in their work on disabled lesbian mothers, the multiplicity of our identities often mean that we simply do not exist in socioeconomic categorizing systems.  

Finding that the normative time model could not fully accommodate my queer, disabled, parental existence, I have sought other temporal models to think through these multiplicities. Judith Halberstam offers the concept of “queer time” shaped by “nonnormative logics and organizations of community, sexual identity, embodiment, and activity” (6).  Halberstam’s queerness refers not so much to sexuality as to the “outcome of strange temporalities, imaginative life schedules, and eccentric economic practices” (1).  Such, one might imagine, as a disabled mom supporting her female partner and donor-conceived child with her Normative Time Fellowship from a university which essentially is paying her to “work” by lying on the floor reading books like Halberstam’s.  Strange temporalities indeed…


Yet Halberstam’s “queer time” does not reflect, or even allow, for such a scenario.  Indeed, she defines queer time explicitly, even aggressively, against any hint of parenthood, writing for example that:  “Queer uses of time and space develop… in opposition to the institutions of family, heterosexuality, and reproduction.” (1).
  Halberstam’s definition of queer time as anti-reproductive is strangely hostile in tone, perhaps in response to the relentless right-wing barrage of so-called family values.
  Understandable as that reaction may be, the fact remains that, in the name of expanding the meaning of queerness, Halberstam radically contracts it, reinscribing some of its historical exclusions:  of parents, of people with disabilities.

This exclusion is apparent not only in Halberstam’s repeated assertion of queer time as not-reproductive, not-family, but also in suggestions that the AIDS crisis shaped queer time to value present over future, compression over longevity (2).  Yet, Halberstam’s description of queer time as emerging from the work of “making community in relation to risk, disease, infection, and death” is one of those frustrating yet familiar moments when a contemporary cultural critic does the work of disability studies without knowing it (2).  The deficits of such an analysis become apparent in a curious passage where Halberstam suggests that the subjects of queer time, who “live outside the logic of capital accumulation,” include “ravers, club kids, HIV-positive bare-backers, rent boys, sex workers, homeless people, drug dealers, and the unemployed” (10).  Let me read that list again [read]. It is an odd list, and chief among its oddities is the final term, “the unemployed,” which appears vague and nebulous beside the others.  I think what Halberstam really means to write here is “the disabled,” but as she has apparently isolated herself from the critical work of disability studies, she simply doesn’t know how.  But when we consider that the unemployment rate for disabled people in the United States has been about 70% for the past several decades, as well as how Social Security Disability rules prevent recipients from earning a single cent without risking their subsistent existence, driving many of us into an underground culture of contingent, cash labor, it becomes apparent that disability is a necessary, though wholly submerged, term in Halberstam’s analysis.

This brings me to why I can’t marry queer theory, at least theories of queer temporality.  For it seems to me that the complicated and often impassioned discussion of queer temporalities and queer futurity in the past several years have proceeded as if people with disabilities, queer or otherwise, do not exist.  Yet we haunt these texts, often as their assumed yet unnamed conditions.  This was more understandable if still frustrating in the queer theory of the 1990s; it is really quite shocking in books published in the last several years, since the widespread availability of works in disability studies, particularly those which examine intersections between disability, queerness, gender, and sexuality, among which I will note important writings by Alison Kafer, Carrie Sandahl, Robert McRuer, David Serlin, and the contributors to the special issue of GLQ: Desiring Disability, published in 2003, two years before Halberstam’s book.  I will also mention that several disability scholars, including Kafer, McRuer, and Anna Mollow are currently doing work, recently or soon-to-be published, which engages queer anti-futurity, and that much of this work finds great disability relevance and potential in queer anti-futurity, so I do not claim that my perspective is THE disability response to queer temporality or that there is no disability relevance to be found there.
Let me also be clear that I find much to admire and inspire in Halberstam’s work.  She makes crucial and creative interventions into the ways we think about bodies, communities, and identity.  If her work were not so compelling, it would be easier to tolerate the haunting present absence of the queer disabled body within it, an absence which teases with the sense of how much richer her analysis could become with a fully realized and nuanced awareness of disability.  The same can be said of José Esteban Muñoz’s powerful 2009 book, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity, in which he offers an impassioned and eloquent alternative to what he sees as the negativity and exclusions of the queer anti-futurity and anti-relational thesis offered by a number of critics, most notably Leo Bersani and Lee Edelman. 
Muñoz’s analysis, like Halberstam’s, is frequently engaged with the impact of HIV/AIDS in the gay community, and is deeply concerned about bodies which are excluded or abjected within the framework of queer anti-futurity.  This haunting, unnamed crip presence becomes apparent in the first few pages of the book, as Muñoz offers what he calls “a prime example of the queer utopianism for which [he] is arguing,” in a scene from Eileen Myles’s memoir Chelsea Girls in which she is employed as caretaker for the aged and ill queer poet James Schuyler (14).   This is a quintessential scene of queer disability, the young lesbian caring for the older, ill gay man, a scene which, as Muñoz aptly observes, becomes more than a simple economic exchange, and is transformed into a space of complex interrelationality and affective surplus.    Yet Muñoz cannot bring himself even to write the word “disabled” about Schuyler, instead twice using the awkward and archaic “infirmed,” as if the accurate naming of Schuyler’s bodily and social positionality could contaminate the space of queer utopia, rather than, as I would argue, fully realizing it.
  Indeed, it goes without saying—and yet I seem to feel the need to say it— that neither Muñoz or Halberstam ever use the word “disabled” in their books, that their indexes contain no listing for “disability,” that the ill and suffering, marginalized and abjected, dependent and interdependent bodies which populate their books and often provide their most compelling examples of queer temporality are at once essential and unnamed, foregrounded and made invisible.  Not to belabor this point, but this is in fact essential to the questions with which I began this presentation:  Where does the queer disabled mother fit into queer temporality?  What is the then and there of queer futurity, the queer time and place, for us?
Is the Pillow A Grave?

To explore this question further, let me return to the anti-reproductive thesis of queer temporality.  It is this thesis which unites the work of Lee Edelman, with its critique of the future as “kid stuff” and the heteronormative regime of “the Child,” with the work of Halberstam and Muñoz, who have explicitly or implicitly positioned their visions of queer temporality in opposition to Edelman.  Indeed, while Muñoz strongly critiques many aspects of Edelman’s No Future, he declares that he “agrees with and feel[s] hailed by much of” the book.  He continues: 

Indeed, when I negotiate the ever-increasing sidewalk obstacles produced by oversized baby strollers on parade in the city in which I live, the sheer magnitude of the vehicles that flaunt the incredible mandate of reproduction as world-historical virtue, I could not be more hailed with a statement such as [and here he quotes from No Future], “Queerness names the side of ‘not fighting for the children,’ the side of outside the consensus by which all politics confirms the value of reproductive futurism.” (91-92)
When I first read this passage, having recently begun to use a mobility scooter to get around sometimes, I had an immediate and visceral response to the phrase “ever-increasing sidewalk obstacles.”  So my first reaction was of the kind of utopic solidarity called for by Muñoz, a solidarity based on negotiating the obstacles, both material and symbolic, of living a queer/ crip existence.  But then a sinking feeling entered, the fear that, for Muñoz, Edelman, and Halberstam, I am not a fellow traveler on the road of queerness, but merely one of those obstacles around which they must navigate, irritated as much by my over-sized scooter as by the presence of my six year old son on my lap, by the sheer physicality and weight of the real live disabled body not easily rendered phantasmic when it is blocking your progress toward a a fabulous queer time, futuristic or otherwise.

Is the Pillow A Grave?

For these queer temporal theorists, united by their “disdain for the culture of the child” (Muñoz 22),  reproductive futurity, as Halberstam further elaborates, fuels a dominant normative temporality, “straight time,” which is shaped by “beliefs about children’s health and healthful environments for child rearing” (5).
  Instead, Halberstam proposes a subcultural queer time which, paradoxically, rejects the idealization of the child, while embracing the idea of a prolonged adolescence.  She explains:
 In Western cultures, we chart the emergence of the adult from the dangerous and unruly period of adolescence as a desired process of maturation; and we create longevity as the most desirable future. We applaud the pursuit of long life (under any circumstances) and pathologize modes of living that show little or no concern for longevity (152).

However, Halberstam claims, “for queers, the separation between youth and adulthood quite simply does not hold, and queer adolescence can extend far beyond one’s twenties” (174).  This extended adolescence, or “late childhood” (Halberstam, “Theorizing” 182), becomes a site of resistance and possibility, as “girl and boy partial identities can be carried forward into adulthood in terms of a politics of refusal—the refusal to grow up and enter the heteronormative adulthoods implied by these concepts of progress and maturity” (179).
 


But what about those subjects whose longevity is not valued by the dominant culture, who do not necessarily get to grow up?  Muñoz makes this point powerfully in relation to racial difference, critiquing Edelman for positing the figure of the Child as always already white (94) and calling for a queer politics of futurity in which “queer youths of color actually get to grow up” (96).  Yet, as Kafer points out, the child for both Edelman and Muñoz is also always already nondisabled, and when we consider the disabled child, all of these models of queer temporality begin to break down.

Thus, I turn in my conclusion, to a particular disabled child, the now 13-year-old girl known to the medical and media world as Ashley X.  As many of you likely know, the story of Ashley X was introduced to the world in a 2006 medical article by the doctors who had performed a series of procedures on her which came to be known as the Ashley Treatment.  Ashley has profound cognitive and physical disabilities, which became apparent in early infancy.  She is described as unable to sit up or change position in bed, hold a toy, speak or use language, and also as lively, emotional, and aware of her surroundings.  At the age of six, Ashley’s parents approached doctors at Seattle Children’s Hospital, expressing concerns about signs of early puberty and the caregiving challenges posed by Ashley’s eventual size.  After much discussion and consultation with the hospital ethics committee, it was decided to stunt Ashley’s growth through high-dose estrogen treatments, as well as to perform a hysterectomy and remove her breast buds so that her breasts would never develop.  

These are the bare bones of Ashley’s story.  I can address further details of her story during questions.  The point I wish to raise here is how Ashley’s experience, as well as the discourses surrounding her, complicate theories of queer temporality.  Consider this description published by physicians defending the Ashley treatment:

Ashley (11 years old at this writing) will age as she would have and will acquire the appearance of an adult, albeit a very short adult. Because she will rarely be seen

outside of a bed or chair, her short stature will not be noticed by most, nor will she have the subjective experiences of whatever stigma may attach to short stature. Effects of short stature on access to jobs, mates, sports, or cars will be of no consequence to her. The typical advantages of being an adult, rather than a child (autonomy, work, marriage, procreation, etc), also have no meaning for her. (Allen et al 1559)
This doctor’s assumptions about the meanings of adulthood and childhood here are ironically both heteronormative and anti-futuristic. He claims that Ashley’s stunted growth will have no social consequences because she is always already excluded from a reproductive and productive future by her cognitive disability.  This assumption explains why even the strongest proponents of applying the Ashley Treatment to other developmentally disabled children never suggest that analogous medical interventions should be used to make the bodies of adult elderly or disabled people more manageable.  For in those cases, what is at stake is a fully-realized, adult, human body, while in Ashley’s case, it is the not-yet-human, the not-yet-adult whose progress into futurity can thus be arrested without presumed loss.  Here is where queer temporalities, both anti-futuristic and utopian, become both relevant and, paradoxically, unhelpful.  
For Ashley is not the Child who symbolizes the future.  Ashley’s future has been removed, surgically, piece by piece.  She now both does and does not have a future.  She ages but does not mature, grows but does not grow up, her temporal progress arrested, displaced into a not-past, not-present, not-future.  Reproductive futurity, for Ashley, is not an oppressive neoliberal bourgeois normative construct.  It is something that has been stolen from her, the site of her most intimate violation.  It is (or was) the queerest thing about her.  
� Leo Bersani’s 1987 essay, “Is the Rectum A Grave?” is usually described as initiating the field of queer anti-relationality.  Bersani’s essay is a response to the normative impulses of the gay community in the age of HIV/AIDS, particularly those which are about repudiating sexual freedoms and embracing so-called respectability.  Lee Edelman then took up and expanded the anti-relational thesis into anti-futurity in his 2004 No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive.    As I noted earlier in this talk, while other theorists of queer temporality often take issue with Edelman’s embrace of negativity and refusal of any form of queer futurity, they are generally united in sharing what Muñoz describes as Edelman’s “disdain for the culture of the child” (22).





� Third edition, August 2010; online version November 2010. <http://www.oed.com:80/Entry/128269>; accessed 20 March 2011. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.grad.berkeley.edu/policies/" ��www.grad.berkeley.edu/policies/faq.shtml�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.grad.berkeley.edu/policies/memo_parent_policies.shtml" ��www.grad.berkeley.edu/policies/memo_parent_policies.shtml�


� “Queer time…is…about the potentiality of a life unscripted by the conventions of family” (Halberstam 2). “Queer time” is “a term for those specific models of temporality that emerge within postmodernism once one leaves the temporal frames of bourgeois reproduction and family” (6).  “I try to use the concept of queer time to make clear how respectability and notions of the normal on which it depends, may be upheld by a middle-class logic of reproductive temporality”( 4).


� It is ironic, considering the later topic of this paper, that Halberstam defines family time (as not-queer time) by early rising: “ Family time refers to the normative scheduling of daily life (early to bed, early to rise) that accompanies the practice of child-rearing” (5).


� OED’s last listed use of “infirmed” is in 1785  . <http://www.oed.com:80/Entry/95442>; accessed 19 March 2011. 


� Queer time for me is the dark nightclub, the perverse turn away from the narrative coherence of adolescence – early adulthood – marriage – reproduction – child rearing – retirement – death, the embrace of late childhood in place of early adulthood or immaturity in place of responsibility. It is a theory of queerness as a way of being in the world and a critique of the careful social scripts that usher even the most queer among us through major markers of individual development and into normativity. (Halberstam, “Theorizing” 182)
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