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5 The Cyborg and the Crip

Critical Encounters

Who cyborgs will be is a radical question; the answers are a matter of survival.

—Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women

Controversy came quickly to the cyborg. In 1983, Socialist Review invited several 
feminist theorists, among them Donna Haraway, “to write about the future of socialist 
feminism in the context of the early Reagan era.”1 Haraway responded with “A Mani-
festo for Cyborgs,” framing the cyborg as a figure of feminist critique.2 Her cyborg 
was a radical border-crosser, blurring the boundaries between human and animal, 
machine and organism, physical and non-physical.3 Such a cyborg, she argued, could 
“guide us to a more livable place,” an “elsewhere,” in which “people are not afraid of 
their joint kinship with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial iden-
tities and contradictory standpoints.”4 This potential arose from the cyborg’s hybridity, 
its transgression of boundaries and categories; because it does not, or cannot, privi-
lege unity or sameness, it offers “a way out of the maze of dualisms” that characterize 
Western thought.5

Haraway positioned her cyborg as an intervention not only in Western dualism 
but especially in Western feminism, and her critique was focused along two fronts: 
first, feminist dismissals of science and technology, and second, feminist reliance on 
“universal, totalizing theory.”6 She argued that the cyborg’s non-innocence—its ori-
gins in a militarized and colonizing technoscience—was precisely what made it a 
potentially productive tool for feminist analysis. It could lead to “the final imposition 
of a grid of control on the planet” or to a feminist politics in which we take pleasure 
and responsibility in technology; the key is to recognize this risky dual capacity as 
opening new possibilities for resistance.7 The fragmented cyborg pushes us to see from 
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multiple perspectives at the same time, stressing that every perspective “reveals both 
dominations and possibilities unimaginable from the other vantage point.”8 Capable 
of “holding incompatible things together because both or all are necessary and true,” 
the cyborg rejects binary logic and embraces contradiction.9

Nowhere is its contradictory stance more apparent than in terms of science and 
technology. As Haraway describes it in an interview, the manifesto is “neither tech-
nophobic, nor technophilic, but about trying to inquire critically” into the assump-
tions, uses, and implications of technoscience; it urges feminists to engage in and take 
responsibility for “the social relations of science and technology.”10 Thus, she warns 
against feminist approaches that serve only to heighten the dualism between science 
and nature by rejecting technology outright. Her manifesto is an alternative to those 
feminisms that “have insisted on the necessary domination of technics and recalled us 
to an imagined organic body.”11 The feminist task, then, is not to plot some escape from 
technology, or to map our return to a preindustrial Eden, but rather to contest for other 
meanings of, or other relations with, technoscience. The cyborg serves as a theoretical 
framework for such contestations.

Haraway describes her project as a challenge to “versions of Euro-American femi-
nist humanism” that assume “master narratives deeply indebted to racism and colo-
nialism.”12 The valorization of nature and the desire on the part of some feminists to 
cast all technology as phallocentric is one such master narrative; another is the devel-
opment of a universalizing feminist theory dependent on monolithic ideas of “woman,” 
articulations that prioritize gender over race and class. Haraway’s second intervention, 
then, was in “some streams of the white women’s movement in the United States” that 
naturalize “woman.”13 For Haraway, the boundary-crossing cyborg could be a produc-
tive intervention in such debates, shifting the terrain of feminist thought and practice 
from monolithic identities to shifting affinities. Drawing on Chela Sandoval’s work on 
women of color and “oppositional consciousness,” Haraway pushes for a feminism not 
“on the basis of natural identification, but . . . on the basis of conscious coalition, of 
affinity, of political kinship.”14 Through her cyborg figure, she suggests that “the future 
of socialist feminism” requires a politics open to the possibility that “[g]ender might 
not be a global identity after all, even if it has profound historical breadth and depth.”15

Although Haraway explicitly positioned both the cyborg and its manifesto as 
feminist, not all readers shared that interpretation. Reflecting on the history of the 
manifesto, Haraway recalls that the Socialist Review’s East Coast Collective found the 
essay politically unsuitable, antifeminist, and devoid of critique; like many readers 
since then, they found the piece a naïve embrace of technology and urged that it not 
be published. The Berkeley Collective disagreed, ushering the piece into publication.16 
But the questions raged: Was the cyborg figure emancipatory or reactionary? Was the 
manifesto based in critique or was it an undertheorized celebration of technology? 
Could the cyborg figure point to a socialist feminist future? Were we all cyborgs, as 
Haraway claimed?17
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These questions linger over twenty-five years later. Ecofeminists, queer theorists, 
and historians of new reproductive technologies, among others, continue to debate 
whether the cyborg figure provides a potentially emancipatory vision for the future.18 
Even theorists who dismiss the cyborg as passé engage in versions of this question; their 
challenge to the cyborg’s continued relevance is only the latest iteration of the questions 
that have faced the figure from the beginning.19 It is this question of the cyborg’s efficacy 
in imagining different futures that leads me to take up the figure: Can the cyborg offer 
an effective model for disability theory and politics? Is it a useful figure for analysis? Is 
its usefulness tied to its status as metaphor, or should we approach it more literally? In 
other words, are disabled people cyborgs, and, if so, what can be gained through such an 
identification? What, finally, is the relationship between disability and the cyborg?

Haraway herself initiated a focus on disability. In the manifesto, she suggested that 
“[p]erhaps paraplegics and other severely handicapped people can (and sometimes do) 
have the most intense experiences of complex hybridization” because of their reliance 
on machines and prosthetics.20 Other theorists quickly followed Haraway’s lead, using 
disability and disabled bodies as illustrations or examples of cyborgism in their own 
articulations of cyborg theory.21 Disability studies scholars joined the conversation as 
well, exploring the possibility that the cyborg as boundary-blurring hybrid could be a 
useful model for conceptualizing disabled bodies and theorizing disability.22

Even with all this attention given to the cyborg, however, there are few disability 
studies pieces that focus exclusively on the figure; the cyborg appears in passing as 
part of a larger exploration of disability and postmodern body theory, contemporary 
performance, or technological advances. The article-length analyses that do exist tend 
to focus on a specific cyborg technology, such as cochlear implants, or on a specific 
cultural representation, such as the Bionic Woman, rather than on the manifesto itself 
or on the cyborg as a political figure.23 As a result, the cyborg’s feminist histories are 
downplayed or ignored; the cyborg as a critical intervention in feminist theory is often 
not the cyborg that appears in disability studies.24 Yet it is this cyborg we most need. 
Consider this chapter, then, an intervention in disability studies, one that recognizes 
key texts and terms in feminist theory, such as feminist commentary on the cyborg, as 
part of the archive of disability studies.

Of course, cyborg theory requires an intervention as well, for, far too often, dis-
ability functions in cyborg theory—including Haraway’s manifesto—solely as an illus-
tration of the cyborg condition. Markedly absent is any kind of critical engagement 
with disability, any analysis of the material realities of disabled people’s interactions 
with technology. Disabled bodies are simply presented as exemplary, and self-evident, 
cyborgs, requiring neither analysis nor critique. If, as Haraway insists, cyborg bodies 
are not innocent, but are “maps of power and identity,” then a close crip reading of the 
cyborg is long overdue.25

The cyborg figure certainly holds much promise for a disability politics; from its 
suspicion of essentialist identities to its insistence on coalition work to its interrogation 
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of ideologies of wholeness, the cyborg offers productive insights for developing a femi-
nist disability vision of the future. Its disinterest in and refusal of temporalities ruled 
by “salvation history,” “oedipal calendar[s],” and “rebirth without flaw” suggest the 
possibility of crip futurities, futurities grounded in something other than the compul-
sory reproduction of able-bodiedness/able-mindedness.26 Moreover, Haraway’s desire 
for a politics based on political affinity rather than biological identity can be a use-
ful resource for disability studies scholars and activists crafting a movement among 
people with different impairments. A cyborg politics would not require an amputee, a 
blind person, and a psychiatric survivor to present their identities and experiences as 
the same, or even all amputees’ experiences as the same, but rather would encourage 
the formation of flexible coalitions to achieve shared goals. Finally, Haraway’s mani-
festo marks one of the first moments that disability and disabled people appear in 
feminist critical theory, and although that appearance leaves much to be desired, it 
serves as a vital opening into feminist and queer thought.

Rather than abandon the cyborg because of its ableist rhetoric and manifestations, 
I argue for a continued struggle with the figure, using it to stage our own blasphe-
mous interventions in feminist theory. This struggle entails not only reimagining the 
cyborg from a critical crip position but also engaging seriously with existing critiques 
of the figure. In other words, what might disability studies learn from criticisms of the 
cyborg by women of color, by antiracist scholars, or by activists working to contest 
globalization? How can we use the figure of the cyborg not only to imagine disability 
differently but to imagine a cripped coalition politics? Thus, this chapter has two goals: 
first, to trace in detail the ways in which cyborg discourses universalize the experience 
of disability, removing it from the realm of the political; and second, to explore the 
possibility of a cripped cyborg politics, one that draws on the practices of feminist and 
queer disability activists and theorists. To twist Haraway’s iconic, ironic prose: “Crip 
the Cyborg for Earthly Survival!”27

“Rise of the Cyborgs”

The cyborgs of popular culture bear little resemblance to the cyborgs of Haraway’s 
manifesto. Robocops and Terminators, they are more likely to engage in spectacular 
acts of violent hypermasculinity than in feminist theory and practice; their enhanced 
bodies seem to reify gender differences rather than critique them. Indeed, feminist 
critics from Anne Balsamo to Claudia Springer warn that such cyborgs will do little 
to transform existing gender relations, and their exaggerated able-bodiedness suggests 
that they offer few resources to disability theory or politics.28 My focus, then, is not on 
these cyborgs, but on the cyborgs of critical theory; I leave the disability critique of 
science fiction to others.29 Jennifer Gonzalez argues, however, that cyborgs “function 
as evidence” of “differences, histories, stories, bodies, [and] places,”30 making it impor-
tant to mark the multiple articulations of the cyborg/disability relation. Before turn-
ing to Haraway and other cyborg theorists, then, I want to briefly engage the disabled 
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cyborg as it figures in the mainstream news media. Articles in the popular press fre-
quently draw on the image of the cyborg in their coverage of disability and technology, 
suggesting a seamless link between “cyborg” and “disabled person” thanks to adaptive 
technology. This assumption of identification is one that runs throughout academic 
approaches to the cyborg.

“The immediate future is filled with hope for the disabled,” exclaims Sherry Baker 
in her article “Rise of the Cyborgs” in Discover. Thanks to new developments in medi-
cal technology, we are “soon” going to be living in an era when “brainpower will let 
the paralyzed walk, [and] allow the mute to speak.” Enabling “the paralyzed” to walk 
is one of the most common expectations for these technologies. A similar article in 
Forbes—also, and not coincidentally, called “Rise of the Cyborg”—showcases a hybrid 
assisted limb that “one day . . . may even let recovering stroke victims and paraple-
gics walk again.” That story was followed a year later by “Cyborg Waiting List,” which 
described disabled consumers’ enthusiasm for the still-under-development device.31

The term “cyborg” in these stories, associated with the forward-looking “rise,” 
operates as evocative shorthand for adaptive technology, associating such technology 
with a promising future for “the disabled.” It quickly becomes clear, even after only a 
cursory reading of these kinds of cyborg stories, that “cyborg” and “physically disabled 
person” are seen as synonymous. Or, rather, that “person with physical disabilities” is a 
self-evident, commonsense category of cyborgism. The reporters do not explain what 
they mean by “cyborg” or what leads them to describe disabled people in cyborgian 
terms. They assume that their readers will easily and uncritically understand disabled 
people as cyborgs and link their future to one of medical technology; no explanation 
or definition is apparently required.

Representing the cyborg/disabled person relationship as both seamless and self-
evident obscures the facts of these very technologies. In a context in which most dis-
abled people in the United States are un- or underemployed, and in which almost a 
third of disabled people live below the poverty line, many of these cyborg technolo-
gies remain out of reach of the people for whom they are imagined.32 The “cyborg-
style iLimb Hand” heralded in the UK Register, for example, costs eighteen thousand 
dollars, and the price tag leaps higher if we include not only the device itself but the 
training and maintenance it likely requires.33 The ability to become cyborg is too often 
economically determined.34

Presenting the cyborg/disability connection in a purely positive light also ignores 
the fact that, for many people, adaptive technologies can be painful; the same brace that 
makes it easier to walk may cause skin breakdown or other difficulties. Yet these news 
stories tend to focus only on the advantages brought by these technologies, describing 
the latest inventions in the language of healing and restoration. Tobin Siebers explains 
that such accounts presume that “[p]rostheses always increase the cyborg’s abilities; 
they are a source only of new powers, never of problems.”35 As a result, these celebra-
tory news stories present high-tech technology as solving the “problem” of disability; 
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pity and discrimination are rendered irrelevant here. So, too, are issues of adaptation 
and negotiation: as Siebers suggests, these cyborgian tales assume an easy melding of 
body and machine. The relationship between disability and technology is discussed 
only in terms of the devices’ ability to normalize the body and/or to restore its previous 
function; there is nothing else to discuss, apparently, and the devices’ value is assumed.

Many of these articles position cyborg technology as affecting only disabled peo-
ple; nondisabled people may eventually use these devices, but they are not currently 
cyborgs in the same way as disabled folks. Baker predicts that, “[w]hile the immediate 
future is filled with hope for the disabled, cyborg technology may soon spread, giving 
ordinary people extraordinary skills.”36 On the one hand, Baker’s claim can be seen as 
erasing the disabled/nondisabled divide in assuming that everyone can benefit from 
these technologies. On the other hand, however, her “soon” reminds us that disabled 
people are the only immediate cyborgs; “ordinary” people will have to wait.37 For the 
time being, then, “cyborg” is linked more directly to disabled bodies than to able-
bodied ones.

This distinction between disabled people and “ordinary” people surfaces in the 
raft of news stories covering Oscar Pistorius’s attempt to compete alongside nondis-
abled runners in the 2008 summer Olympics (rather than in the Paralympics). With 
his gleaming high-tech prosthetics, Pistorius perfectly embodied the cultural under-
standing of a cyborg; he was one with his machine. The fact that his prosthetics, cou-
pled with his training and athleticism, enabled him to run at breathtaking speeds only 
strengthened this description. Leslie Swartz and Brian Watermeyer discuss the ways in 
which the responses of the International Association of Athletics Federations reveal a 
profound anxiety about disabled athletes;38 what I want to highlight here is the way in 
which news writers presented Pistorius as a definitive cyborg and, therefore, almost of 
a different species than his fellow runners. Anna Salleh, writing for an Australian news 
outlet, described the Pistorius case as one involving “the competing rights of cyborgs 
and non-cyborgs.”39 Bloggers from both sports and technology sites described the case 
in terms of the arrival of the “cyborg athlete,” an arrival that would change everything 
about how we understand athletics. Not only was Pistorius’s cyborgization taken for 
granted in these stories, but so, too—and relatedly—was his difference. As Swartz and 
Watermeyer note, doping can also be seen as cyborg technology, but athletes accused 
of doping are not described in those terms; physical disability and its attendant tech-
nologies render one cyborgian in a way nothing else can.40

The cyborg/noncyborg distinction points to a problematic assumption underlying 
popular conceptions of the cyborg. Although Haraway intended the figure to critique 
dualistic understandings of nature and culture or of human and machine, too often 
it serves only to reify such binary logic. In these news stories, “cyborg” represents the 
melding of pure body and pure machine; there is an original purity that, thanks to 
assistive technology, has only now been mixed, hybridized, blurred. To return to the 
Pistorius case, the athlete is simply a body; when it gets mixed with the prosthetic 
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machine, it becomes impure, mixed, cyborg. A nondisabled runner, in other words, is 
natural, unmixed, unadulterated; it is only the presence of the prosthetic that makes 
one impure, or no longer purely natural.41 The “cyborg” concept thus serves to perpetu-
ate binaries of pure/impure, natural/unnatural, and natural/technological; rather than 
breaking down boundaries, it buttresses them.

Heroic “Cyborg Citizens”

Science studies scholar Chris Hables Gray adheres to this binary logic—cyborg/not-
cyborg, disabled/not-disabled—when casting quadriplegics as definitive cyborgs; 
their dependence on high-tech equipment obviously, in Gray’s view, renders them 
true cyborgs. While he argues that “[a]lmost all of us are cyborged in some way,” he 
repeatedly lifts up disabled people as particularly cyborgian.42 Indeed, he opens his 
book Cyborg Citizen not with cyborgs from science fiction or computer wizards who 
describe themselves in cyborgian terms but with Christopher Reeve.43 Under the title 
“The Crippling of Superman,” Gray writes, “In 1995, Christopher Reeve, the actor 
famous for portraying Superman in the movies, fell from his horse Buck and became 
a quadriplegic. A sad story? Yes, certainly, but also a heroic cyborg tale.”44 Although 
I can find no instance of Reeve referring to himself as a cyborg, he apparently struck 
Gray as the most effective way to introduce the cyborg figure to his readers. As Gray 
explains in an earlier article (coauthored with Steven Mentor), “[T]he quadriplegic 
patient totally dependent on a vast array of high-tech equipment” is one of the best 
examples of a true cyborg.45

Gray frequently uses words like “invalid” and “patient” to refer to quadriplegics, 
terms that assume spinal cord injury to encompass the whole of one’s identity. Right 
after introducing Reeve as the hero of a cyborg tale, Gray describes him as “a barely 
mobile creature, dependent on and intertwined with machines, a cybernetic organism 
trapped in power beds and wheelchairs.”46 This kind of language is directly related to 
Gray’s depiction of quadriplegics as definitive cyborgs: if disability is all that is needed 
to render one cyborg, and disability is the sum of one’s identity, then cyborg becomes 
one’s identity. Quadriplegics, like Reeve, simply are cyborgs.47

This reduction of disabled people to their impairments, and their subsequent 
classification as cyborg, leads Gray to present disability politics in terms very differ-
ent from those he uses in describing other political movements. Drawing on Har-
away, Gray articulates the “cyborg citizen” as someone who recognizes the impor-
tance of crafting contingent alliances and engaging in dissent. Yet he praises Reeve 
for mobilizing a “united front of invalid cyborgs,” describing how the late actor “cat-
alyzed the unification” of disabled people in his quest for a cure.48 This description 
is troubling for many reasons, perhaps most obviously for its implication that prior 
to Reeve’s accident, people with mobility impairments were aimless, unconnected, 
and politically inactive, unable to participate in society. Gray’s rhetoric suggests that 
not only is Reeve’s quest for the cure the only appropriate response to disability, it is 
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also a quest that is shared by all disabled people.49 What I want to highlight, though, 
is that Gray discusses politics as a process of unification and universal agreement 
only in terms of disability; elsewhere in his book he describes cyborg politics as con-
tentious, diverse, and complicated, where one achieves or participates in “cyborg 
citizenship” through one’s political acts. He primarily describes Reeve and his fel-
low “invalid cyborgs,” however, in terms of their bodies, not their contentious acts, 
and repeatedly highlights their “unification.” Thus, disability activists in general and 
Reeve in particular disappear when Gray moves on to articulate his politics of shift-
ing and contingent alliances. This disappearance suggests that Gray is concerned 
with disability only insofar as he can use the disabled body as an illustration of 
human-machine interactions; disability as a complicated lived experience, and dis-
abled people as a diverse group encompassing a range of opinions, are apparently not 
political, not in the realm of cyborg politics.

I focus on Gray because he offers such a clear example of the deployment of the 
disabled body in cyborg theory, but he is not alone in drawing this cyborg–disabled 
person connection, or in using Reeve as the exemplary cyborg. Cultural studies scholar 
Annie Potts, for example, begins her “taxonomy of cyborgs” by including Christopher 
Reeve alongside a list of science-fiction characters. Even though she goes on to list a 
range of cyborg criteria—most of them, I should note, medical or diagnostic—Reeve 
is the only human cyborg she mentions by name in her taxonomy.50 By grouping him 
with fictional characters, she implies that his disability has rendered him less than 
human, or at least more cyborg than human. Journalists have followed suit, also using 
Reeve to describe cyborg technologies or to illustrate cyborgism.51 This pattern is likely 
due in part to Reeve’s celebrity; most readers are familiar with Reeve, making him 
an ideal case for explaining specific medical developments. But it is also due to the 
fact that the imagined figure of the quadriplegic—someone who uses a power wheel-
chair and ventilator—seems the perfect embodiment of popular understandings of the 
cyborg.52 “Obviously,” here is someone who transgresses boundaries between machine 
and organism, someone whose body doesn’t end at the skin, someone who is, indisput-
ably, a cyborg.

Thus the term “cyborg,” rather than entailing a critique of existing categories and 
ideologies, is used to perpetuate distinctions between “normal” and “abnormal” bod-
ies, distinctions that have material consequences involving discrimination, economic 
inequalities, and restricted access. If nondisabled people are persuaded by the asser-
tion that disabled people are real-life cyborgs, then cyborg status signals a distinction 
between nondisabled people and disabled people. Cyborg qualities become markers 
of difference, suggesting an essential difference between disabled people and nondis-
abled people. Any potential transgressive tendencies in the term are lost when these 
labels become locked to certain bodies. “Cyborg” itself becomes reified, reduced to a 
particular kind of body.
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“Paraplegics and Other Severely Handicapped” Cyborgs

It doesn’t take long to realize that Haraway is someone who loves words.53 Puns, allit-
erations, and unexpected pairings appear throughout her writing, and she frequently 
invents and combines words to illustrate her arguments. She plays extensively with lan-
guage, and she does so consciously, explicitly; she is always quick to remind us of the 
multiple meanings of the words at hand. This play is integral to her politics: “If we are 
imprisoned by language, then escape from that prison-house requires language poets,” 
she asserts, and “cyborg heteroglossia is one form of radical cultural politics.”54 Given 
the importance Haraway attributes to words, language, and stories, I want to pay close 
attention to the exact way in which she names disabled people in the cyborg manifesto. 
In the essay’s final section, she writes, “Perhaps paraplegics and other severely handi-
capped people can (and sometimes do) have the most intense experiences of complex 
hybridization.”55 With that parenthetical “sometimes,” Haraway leaves open the possi-
bility that some disabled people might not achieve cyborgian hybridization, but states 
that those who do reach it experience “the most intense” versions of it. In noting that 
intensity, Haraway positions disability as one of the best means of achieving cyborgian 
boundary-blurring, suggesting that people with disabilities are exemplary cyborgs. 
Indeed, disabled people are one of the few types of “real-life cyborgs” hailed in the text.

When Haraway names “paraplegics and other severely handicapped people,” she 
draws on the outdated (at least in the United States) language of “handicap.”56 At first 
glance, this terminology might be seen as a symptom of its time. First published in 
1985, five years before the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act, the man-
ifesto could simply bear the traces of a time before the disability rights movement 
became more mainstream. Although many disability rights activists began calling for 
“people-first” language in the 1970s (“people with disabilities” as opposed to “disabled 
people”) and referring to “disability” rather than “handicap,” we might assume that 
Haraway, like many Americans, was unaware of such shifts in 1983, when she began the 
piece.57 Legislation passed in the 1970s, for example, employed the language of “handi-
cap,” while later laws used “disability.”58 Yet, in the footnote attached to that sentence, 
Haraway uses the language of “the disabled/differently abled” and makes a quick refer-
ence to “the always context-relative social definitions of ‘ableness.’”59

Why the difference? If Haraway were aware of the usage of “disabled,” why did she 
deploy “severely handicapped” in the text, and not once but twice? My suspicion is that 
she needed to evoke in her readers an image of a person completely dependent on tech-
nology, an image of a body that could not possibly exist without a technological inter-
vention. “Severe” plays in to exactly this notion, suggesting the most disabled bodies, 
the bodies most in need of rehabilitation and intervention.60 “Handicapped” serves a 
similar purpose. Unlike “disabled,” which potentially has more political overtones, or 
even “differently abled,” which can be seen as a (naïve and unsuccessful) attempt to 
break down able-bodied/disabled binaries, “handicapped” is thoroughly immersed in 
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individual, medical, and charity models of disability. It is a label that makes it easier to 
see all disabled people as monolithically bound to their adaptive equipment and, relat-
edly, makes it harder to notice the lack of attention to the experiences or perspectives 
of disabled people.

It is useful here to note that the one example Haraway gives of such “severely 
handicapped people” is not a real person but a fictional character from Anne McCaf-
frey’s The Ship Who Sang: a “severely handicapped child” who was so physically dis-
abled that her only hope of survival was to have her brain removed from her body 
and placed inside a machine (the spaceship of the title). While Haraway celebrates the 
story for its challenge to assumptions about “[g]ender, sexuality, and embodiment,” it 
certainly echoes longstanding ableist assumptions about the uselessness of physically 
disabled bodies and the necessity of the technological fix, even—or especially—one 
that destroys the disabled body altogether. But Haraway needed just such a figure to 
make her argument about the cyborg; she was relying on her readers having an idea of 
what “severe handicap” looks like, an idea as fictional as the one in the story. In other 
words, she needed the stereotyped assumption that “severe handicap” means “total 
dependence” in order to convince her readers of the existence of bodies that don’t 
“end at the skin, or include at best other beings encapsulated by skin,” the passage that 
immediately follows the reference to disability.61

Haraway’s reference to disabled bodies serves as the bridge between her dis-
cussion of two groups of texts, the work of US women of color and feminist science 
fiction.62 Although the disability passage makes reference to McCaffrey’s fiction, it 
occurs before Haraway explicitly moves into her “very partial reading of the logic of 
the cyborg monsters” in feminist science fiction.63 The “severely handicapped” girl 
in McCaffrey’s story thus serves as the segue into that reading, but structurally, she 
remains apart from it. It is hard, then, to read disability or disabled bodies as active 
participants in the cyborg politics Haraway articulates. Disabled people serve neither 
as the creators of cyborg writing (they are not included in “women of color” or the 
authors of science fiction) nor as the subjects of feminist literary criticism. Nor, for that 
matter, as the active subjects in their own narratives: while Haraway uses the passive 
tense to describe the cyborg political work of The Ship Who Sang (“Gender, sexuality, 
embodiment, skill: all were reconstituted in the story”), she employs the active tense 
to describe the work of the characters in stories that do not hinge on the character’s 
disabilities.64 In other words, although Haraway recognizes the potential insights to be 
derived from the experience of living with disability technology, casting disability as a 
challenge to “organic holism,” she presents disability in remarkably monolithic terms, 
as a single, universal experience. Moreover, it is one that can best be described by ref-
erencing a text of science fiction, one that presents disability as the site of spectacular 
technological fixing. Several paragraphs later, she mentions “[u]nseparated twins and 
hermaphrodites,” other sites of disability, but only as the monsters of early modern 
France.65 The disabled body, then, is figured within the manifesto as the creature of 
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futuristic fiction or the monstrous past; disabled bodies are, once again, cast as out 
of time. Disability may be a site of “complex hybridization,” and disabled bodies may 
exemplify the cyborg, but their cyborgization appears as a type apart from the rest of 
the cyborg politics discussed here.

Haraway’s naming practices are one of the most troubling aspects of the mani-
festo, and not only in terms of disability. Looking carefully at which kinds of bodies, 
or which identities, get positioned as cyborg makes clear the universalizing assump-
tions that operate within the text. Early in the essay, Haraway pairs two groups of 
women as cyborgs: “Ironically, it might be the unnatural cyborg women making chips 
in Asia and spiral dancing in Santa Rita jail whose constructed unities will guide effec-
tive oppositional strategies.”66 (Spiral dancing, she explains in a note at the bottom 
of the page, is “a practice at once both spiritual and political that linked guards and 
arrested anti-nuclear demonstrators at the Alameda County jail in the early 1980s.”) 
While Haraway does not explicitly explain her reasons for this naming, she does hint 
at the processes making these women cyborgs. The Asian factory workers can be called 
cyborg because of their place in globalized capitalism. It is through their work in the 
assembly line, and their location in a region where multinational corporations can 
cut labor and safety costs, that they participate in the global economy. Their “nimble 
fingers,” a description indebted to colonialist and racist stereotypes, link their bodies 
to the machines they are building. Based on Haraway’s stated preference for affinity 
politics, it can be inferred that the Santa Rita protestors are cyborg because their anti-
nuclear activism is based on coalition politics and affinity groups. Haraway may also 
position the protestors as cyborgs to stress that there is no position outside of tech-
nology; even as they protest certain manifestations of the technological age, they are 
simultaneously implicated in those same technologies.

Haraway gestures toward the reasons behind this naming, but she does not pro-
vide them, and it is that lack I want to highlight. Why is the act of Asian women 
making chips seen as self-explanatory, while the spiral dance requires definition? 
Spiral dancing may not be common knowledge, but neither are the reasons why 
assembling computer chips makes one “cyborg.” Moreover, are there not differences 
between the kinds of activities and subjectivities Haraway links here—protestor and 
worker, jail and factory, Asia and the United States—that need exploring? Or what 
about the layers of history and assumption that lead to the differences in scale in 
Haraway’s parallel, a single jail in a town in California versus the much more gen-
eral, and generalizable, “Asia”?67 In the next paragraph, Haraway goes on to praise 
“transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and dangerous possibilities,” and it is 
exciting to imagine what progressive work might be made possible by drawing links 
between such seemingly disparate groups and situations. At the same time, I’m left to 
wonder about the different effects of naming such groups “cyborg,” questioning the 
consequences of making a global generalization based on a concept that developed 
in a particular historical moment.
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I am not alone in these questions. Malini Johar Schueller, for example, argues that 
simply pairing these groups of women, linking them with an undertheorized “and,” 
fails to attend to the differences in their location. While an alliance between these two 
groups of women could be “energizing and powerful,” Schueller argues that “it can-
not be articulated without an acknowledgment of the spatio-political difference of the 
demonstrators that positions them, in however weak a fashion, as beneficiaries of glo-
balization and with different interests than Asian women laborers who, in the interests 
of feeding their families, might not always join the protestors against multination-
als.”68 Joan Walloch Scott worries that Haraway’s naming of women of color as cyborg 
adheres to an all-too-familiar pattern of white women idealizing, and thus otherizing, 
women of color as repositories of wisdom; “What,” she asks, “is the difference between 
Haraway’s looking to these groups for the politics of the future and . . . the romantic 
attribution by white liberal or socialist women to minority or working-class women of 
the appropriate (if not authentic) socialist or feminist politics?”69

Haraway herself acknowledges this problem during an interview with Constance 
Penley and Andrew Ross, who also question her choice to illustrate cyborgism in these 
terms. Haraway agrees that her “narrative partly ends up further imperializing, say, 
the Malaysian factory worker,” noting that if she were to rewrite the manifesto, she 
would be much more cautious about attributing cyborgism to others. She goes on to 
speak of the need for a whole range of boundary creatures, in the hopes that expanding 
the kind of figures in her imaginary would reduce the imperialist effects of the cyborg; 
“Could there be,” she hopes, “a family of figures who would populate our imagination 
of these postcolonial, postmodern worlds that would not be quite as imperializing in 
terms of a single figuration of identity?”70

Many other theorists join Penley and Ross in challenging Haraway’s assertion 
that “we” are all cyborgs, echoing Haraway’s later remarks about the ways in which 
the manifesto romanticizes and imperializes Asian factory workers. From Scott 
(who still finds the manifesto compelling) to Schueller (who does not), a range of 
feminist theorists have challenged Haraway’s use of these women to illustrate her 
theory. None of them, however, question Haraway’s connection between disabled 
people and cyborgs, none see parallels between the use of “third world women” as 
illustrations in first-world theory and the use of disabled people.71 This lack of recog-
nition, in my view, is the result of the depoliticization of disability and disabled bod-
ies. Many feminist theorists have the tools and the training to recognize the impe-
rializing move behind Haraway’s description of the cyborged factory workers (or at 
least have the tools to recognize it once it has been pointed out to them) but lack the 
familiarity with disability studies to recognize these characterizations of disability 
as equally problematic, equally contentious. And this positioning, this generaliza-
tion about (and, indeed, construction of) a particular group of people is seen as 
unremarkable, as benign and disinterested statement of fact rather than partial and 
contested interpretation.
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Thus, in stark contrast to the controversy generated by Haraway’s assertion that 
Asian women factory workers are real-life cyborgs, identifying disabled people with 
cyborgs is widely accepted without question. Labeling disabled people “cyborgs” is 
apparently without troubling implications or effects; such a move, even by nondisabled 
theorists, is not seen to require any self-examination or critical analysis. In making 
this contrast, I do not mean to suggest that race has already been adequately addressed 
in cyborg theory, or that we have solved the “problem” of race. As the editors of Race 
in Cyberspace note, references to the gendered cyborg abound, but texts exploring the 
race of the cyborg are fewer and farther between.72 Rather, I am simply drawing atten-
tion to the fact that even as the cyborg continues to be bandied about in feminist, 
queer, and disability theory, we as cultural critics have still to reckon with its unspoken 
assumptions about bodies and physical difference.

What stands out in Haraway’s analysis, then, is its reliance on narrow understand-
ings of disability. She offers disabled people as exemplary hybrids, but without any 
examination of what such hybridization might feel like or entail. Disability may be 
an excellent site for witnessing the blurring of human and technology, but not, appar-
ently, for exploring actual experiences of such blurring. Indeed, such experiences are 
collapsed under the category of “paraplegics and other severely handicapped people,” 
a category which is itself presented as coherent and monolithic. Moreover, moving 
beyond the human/machine interface seems to require leaving disability behind: once 
Haraway moves into discussions about political identification, or shifting affinities, or 
future formations, disability and the disabled figure drop away altogether. Disability 
and disabled people are decontextualized, removed from the realm of the political, 
and presumed to play no active role in the category breakdowns that animate both the 
cyborg and the manifesto.

Cyborg Attachments

Given all these problems with the cyborg figure, perhaps it is time to move on. Not 
only do some scholars find the figure “somewhat tired and tiresome from academic 
overuse,” but even Haraway herself has turned her attention elsewhere.73 The concept 
of “companion species” has become her focus of late, particularly the co-constitutive-
ness of dogs and humans. Although the cyborg continues to surface in her work, it 
serves more often as a contrast to the dog or dogs; as she puts it, cyborgs “no longer do 
the work of a proper herding dog to gather up the threads needed for critical inquiry.”74

Although I share Haraway’s enthusiasm for the possibilities of companion spe-
cies, and think that disability studies has much to offer those conversations, “A Cyborg 
Manifesto” and the cyborg figure continue to entice. Calls for replacement or successor 
figures and tropes (e.g., Ingrid Bartsch, Carolyn DiPalma, and Laura Sells discuss the 
vampire, and Sara Cohen Shabot recommends the grotesque) seem to bring their own 
problems for disability studies; the work of Margrit Shildrick demonstrates that, at the 
very least, the monstrous and the grotesque require their own careful readings and 
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cannot be simple substitutes.75 Moreover, Haraway’s recent focus on dog agility prac-
tices, a competition that insists on the able-bodiedness of its dogs if not its humans, 
leaves me looking back longingly at the cyborg.76

And this longing is not despite its gaps and oversights, but because of them. In 
other words, one of the things that most appeals to me about the cyborg figure is its 
multiple, and often contradictory, deployments. Its very unpredictability is precisely 
what makes it such an important and potentially useful concept; its fluidity and per-
meability make it difficult to lock it permanently in to any one set of meanings. As 
Christina Crosby argues, it is “dynamic, mobile, [and] programmable, which makes 
the cyborg incalculably dangerous in the form of a cruise missile, but also offers oppor-
tunities that haven’t yet been calculated for forming new alliances, new affinity groups, 
new coalitions.”77

What I find most promising about Haraway’s cyborg figure is its history—and 
present—in feminist activism and scholarship. As Zoë Sofoulis maps, the manifesto 
has played an integral role not only in the development of feminist science and tech-
nology studies but also in theories of architecture, anthropology, and literary criti-
cism.78 The pervasiveness of the manifesto makes clear its continued influence on criti-
cal theory; for example, Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle chose to include the piece 
in their Transgender Studies Reader, even though the manifesto never explicitly takes 
up trans identities, because of its examination of how “marginalized embodied posi-
tions” are “politically charged sites of struggle.”79 In its ubiquity, the manifesto, and the 
cyborg as figured in it, can serve as a resource for vital cross-movement work. It is easy 
to imagine the potent fusions and fruitful couplings that can result from a meeting of 
disability studies and transgender studies, for example, including examinations of how 
scholars in both fields have used and challenged the cyborg. It is exactly this kind of 
cross-pollination that I want disability studies to nurture and extend, and the mani-
festo facilitates such work because cross-pollination was key to its inception. Haraway 
derived the figure, at least in part, from her readings of women of color, and from 
their attempts to forge multi-issue coalitions and communities. Fiction writer Octavia 
Butler, essayist Cherríe Moraga, theorist Chela Sandoval: each influenced Haraway’s 
articulation of the cyborg, offering insights into a feminist politics based on fluid iden-
tities, border crossings, and partialities.

As disability studies continues to wrestle with the figure, we have over two 
decades’ worth of queer, feminist, and women of color criticism to draw on and learn 
from. Not only can we return to the manifesto itself, mining it for nuggets of antiracist 
feminism or coalition politics, but we can, and should, examine the wealth of feminist 
theory that has similarly pushed and extended the cyborg and its manifesto. For the 
remainder of this section, I want to offer a brief overview of some of these critiques, 
partly to acknowledge the ways in which my own thinking is indebted to them, partly 
to insist on their centrality to cyborg theory, and partly to recognize them as relevant 
and integral to disability studies.



The Cyborg and the Crip    |    117  

Chela Sandoval traces this heritage in her own work, reminding Haraway’s audi-
ence that the cyborg figure is a direct descendant of what Sandoval refers to as “US 
third world feminism.” Cyborg conceptions of the fluidity between self and other, of 
the importance of transgressing boundaries and borders, are “analogous to that called 
for in contemporary indigenous writings where tribes or lineages are identified out of 
those who share, not blood lines, but rather lines of affinity. Such lines of affinity occur 
through attraction, combination, and relation carved out of and in spite of difference, 
and they are what comprise the notion of mestizaje in the writings of people of color.” 
Too many cyborg theorists, Sandoval laments, ignore this aspect of the manifesto’s 
genealogy, attributing the notion of “affinity-through-difference” to Haraway alone.80

While Sandoval addresses the ways in which the cyborg has been taken up by 
others, Malini Johar Schueller and Mariana Ortega focus their critiques directly on 
Haraway and her manifesto. For both authors, Haraway’s treatment of the writings of 
women of color is troubling; although Haraway repeatedly lifts up “women of color” as 
a political position achieved through struggle not natural identity, they argue that she 
simultaneously homogenizes the writings of women of color. In their readings, Har-
away is far too quick to assume that all chicanas feel the same way about La Malinche 
or engage in the same struggles over language and identity.81

By including these critiques alongside my disability reading, I am aware that I 
run the risk of presenting the critiques as analogical: disability functions “like race” 
in cyborg theory, or “just as” women of color have been marginalized within the 
manifesto, “so too” have disabled people. These kinds of analogical moves are all too 
common in disability studies (and beyond), and they unfortunately have the result 
of obfuscating the relationships between disability and race rather than illuminating 
them. But it is my hope that exploring these critiques together—the disability critique 
and the race critique (labels that are themselves part of the problem)—will enrich and 
extend existing readings of both disability studies and “A Cyborg Manifesto.” As Abby 
Wilkerson explains, the manifesto raises questions about what it means to be an ally, 
questions that arise partly out of the manifesto’s explicit framing, and partly out of the 
manifesto’s unacknowledged gaps and erasures.82 One of my goals in this chapter, then, 
is to use both the manifesto and its critics to think through how to do cross-movement 
work within disability studies and, relatedly, how to draw on the critiques of women-
of-color theorists without merely analogizing race and disability or universalizing the 
experiences and categories of race and disability.

Continuing a crip engagement with the cyborg—a critical crip engagement—is a 
way for disability studies to participate in these discussions. Decades after its original 
publication, the manifesto remains a site of provocative, rich, creative feminist schol-
arship, work that can enrich disability studies in unexpected ways. Using the cyborg 
in disability studies, then, means not only reading Haraway and the manifesto but 
delving into the many critiques and retellings of the manifesto, not all of which are 
faithful to their origins.
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Pushing the Cyborg: Cripping Cyborg Politics

Donna Haraway insists that the cyborg is about both pleasure and responsibility; she 
positions her manifesto as “an argument for pleasure in the confusion of boundar-
ies and for responsibility in their construction.”83 Thinking through what it means to 
approach the cyborg from a disability studies or crip theory perspective requires this 
kind of dual move, this simultaneous holding of pleasure and responsibility. In her 
book-length interview with Donna Haraway, How Like a Leaf, Thyrza Nichols Goodeve 
asks Haraway if the pervasiveness of the cyborg figure disturbs her, if she feels it has 
been distorted by its many appropriations, gaps, and uses. Haraway responds,

I think the cyborg still has so much potential. Part of how I work is not to walk away 
when a term gets dirty and is used in all these appropriate and inappropriate ways 
because of its celebrity. Instead such uses just make me want to push the reality of 
the cyborg harder. . . . So instead of giving it up because it has become too famous 
let’s keep pushing it and filling it.84

Following Haraway, then, this section “pushes and fills” the cyborg in order to imagine 
feminist queer crip futures.

“Pushing” the figure from a disability perspective entails bringing a disability con-
sciousness to the cyborg, attending to the specific benefits and dangers it harbors for 
disabled people. This shift requires an acknowledgment that human/machine inter-
faces are not always beneficial or pleasurable; an awareness that many disabled people 
lack access to the cybertechnologies so highly praised in cyborg writing; an account-
ing for the ways in which cybertechnologies rely on disabling labor practices across 
the globe; and a realization that not all disabled people are interested in technological 
cures or fixes. Each of these elements takes cyborgology away from its traditional use 
of disability as metaphor, and toward an understanding of disability in political and 
social context. In so doing, they also—and ironically—bring cyborg theory closer to 
the promise of Haraway’s manifesto, a promise of a fully situated cyborg that refuses 
easy celebrations of human/technology connections.

A non-ableist cyborg politics refuses to isolate those of us cyborged through ill-
ness or disability from other cyborgs. Disabled people, in other words, can no longer 
be cast as modeling a cyborged existence that nondisabled people have yet to achieve. 
Such a move only strengthens the abled/disabled binary, suggesting that disabled peo-
ple are fundamentally and essentially different from nondisabled people. If, as Har-
away and others argue, technoculture is pervasive, then disabled people are not alone 
in the cyborgian realm. Cyborg theory could then turn itself to interrogations, for 
example, of why the very same technology is alternately described as “assistive” or 
“time-saving” depending on whether a disabled or nondisabled person is using it.85 In 
this framework, “cyborg” becomes an opportunity for exploring or interrogating the 
abled/disabled binary.
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We can still discuss medical cyborgs, but why not do so in a way that actually 
engages with the insights and experiences of such cyborgs? We could explore what such 
identifications or characterizations might mean to them, or how they might themselves 
frame cyborg discourse. These kinds of discussions can enrich our understandings of 
cyborg technology and, in turn, extend our theoretical framings of the cyborg. Tobin 
Siebers’s reflections on the ways in which a leg brace increases both function and pain, 
for example, might serve to deepen our understanding of the cyborg’s ambivalent rela-
tion to technology. A cripped cyborg theory would then warn against easy celebrations 
of the technological fix; it would require a more complex and ambivalent relationship 
with technology.

Or Nirmala Erevelles’s insistence on attending to the material realities of those 
seen as cyborg can be a way of revisiting the figure’s effectiveness for class analysis.86 
Gill Kirkup, one of the editors of The Gendered Cyborg, argues that few scholars have 
used the cyborg to address socialist feminism or engage in materialist analyses, even 
though the manifesto was explicitly written in the interest of both.87 How might dis-
ability prompt a reexamination of the cyborg’s ability to imagine a socialist-feminism 
in the early twenty-first century or to convince feminists (and disability studies schol-
ars) of the need to attend more to issues of class in our work? Rather than simply 
repeat the “people with disabilities = cyborgs” equation, we might revisit Haraway’s 
interrogation of the homework economy and the integrated circuit, using her critical 
frameworks to examine the ways in which disabled people are positioned in terms of 
efficiency, productivity, and ability to work, or lack thereof.

Or, to take yet another example, a disability studies approach can facilitate 
renewed attention to the cyborg as human-animal or human-human hybrid. To date, 
cyborg theorists have focused their energies almost entirely on technology, ignor-
ing the possibilities of boundary transgression between human and organism, even 
though the latter was an integral part of Haraway’s manifesto.88 (It is this focus on the 
human-machine hybrid that prompted the fixation on disabled bodies.) A cyborged 
disability politics can provide astute theoretical insights into the boundary blurring 
that occurs between disabled people and our attendants, or between disabled people 
and our service animals, or among disabled people in community with each other and 
our allies: all experiences that point to a cyborgian understanding of interdependence, 
mutuality, and relationship.

Sociologist Rod Michalko writes about understanding the nature of blindness 
more fully through his relationship with his guide dog Smokie; he details how the 
boundaries of his body, of his awareness, shifted when working with Smokie, expe-
riences that certainly could be productively mined by cyborg scholars.89 Michalko 
describes a relationship not of straightforward instrumentalism or utility, but of inte-
gration and co-constitutiveness. Smokie is not mere tool but an opening into a new way 
or new understanding of “being in the world.” As Cary Wolfe explains, the human–
service dog relation is “neither homo sapiens nor canis familiaris, neither ‘disabled’ 



120    |    The Cyborg and the Crip

nor ‘normal,’ but something else altogether, a shared trans-species being-in-the-world 
constituted by complex relations of trust, respect, dependence, and communication.”90 
Examining the nature of such relations can not only extend theoretical framings of the 
cyborg but enrich emerging analyses of animality and the human.

Laura Hershey and Loree Erickson openly discuss their negotiations with per-
sonal attendants—an openness Erickson describes as being “out as a body”—and their 
work could similarly enrich existing understandings of the cyborg.91 Erickson draws 
on phenomenology, for example, to articulate her relationship with attendants: “[M]y 
personal attendant and I, and our bodies,” she writes, “are functioning as a self and as a 
unit,” thereby breaking down the “dualism of singular self/combined unit.”92 Erickson 
is both singular and plural, neither fully “she” nor “they.” The cyborg figure can offer 
a “theoretical prototype” for recognizing the ways in which such relationships push 
our notions of self and other, of body and boundary, of agency and interdependency.93

In other words, it is high time to explore how best to discuss the relationship 
between disability and cyborgism without facile references to disabled bodies as self-
evident cyborgs simply by virtue of their use of “assistive” or “adaptive” technologies. 
Doing so will benefit not only disability studies but also cyborg theory and feminist 
critical theory more broadly. What I want to do for the remainder of this chapter, then, 
is sketch out alternative approaches to the cyborg, ones that crip the cyborg while 
still recognizing its frequently ableist deployments, ones that push disability studies in 
more feminist and queer directions.

Cripping the cyborg, developing a non-ableist cyborg politics, requires under-
standing disabled people as cyborgs not because of our bodies (e.g., our use of prosthet-
ics, ventilators, or attendants), but because of our political practices. In this framing, 
Erickson can be understood in terms of cyborgism not because she has a disability that 
requires her to utilize attendant care, but because she critically thinks through what 
such uses might mean. In her short film Want, for example, Erickson explains that she 
has collaborated with her friends, lovers, and community members to craft a network 
of attendants that operates outside of the larger health care system. In so doing, she 
offers a radical reinterpretation of what community can mean, of what living with a 
disability can mean. In both her film and her writings, Erickson seamlessly weaves 
together images of sex acts with other “activities of daily life,” such as her attendants 
lifting her on and off the toilet; we move from scenes of Erickson sitting on the toilet to 
scenes of her having sex with her lover to scenes of her confronting inaccessible build-
ings. Again, her cyborgism is not so much about the fact that she needs attendants or 
uses a power wheelchair but rather that she uses her experiences with both technolo-
gies to force people—disabled and nondisabled—to confront our ableist assumptions 
about disability and sexuality.

Cripping the cyborg, in other words, means recognizing that our bodies are not 
separate from our political practices; neither assistive technologies nor our uses of 
them are ahistorical or apolitical. As anthropologist Steven Kurzman explains,
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I see cyborg more as a subject position than an identity, and believe it is more 
descriptive of my position vis-à-vis the relationships of production, delivery, and 
use surrounding my prosthesis than my actual physical interface with it. In other 
words, if I am to be interpellated as a cyborg, it is because my leg cost $11,000 and 
my HMO paid for it; because I had to get a job to get the health insurance; because 
I stand and walk with the irony that the materials and design of my leg are based in 
the same military technology which has blown the limbs off so many other young 
men; because the shock absorber in my foot was manufactured by a company which 
makes shock absorbers for bicycles and motorcycles, and can be read as a product 
of the post–Cold War explosion of increasingly engineered sports equipment and 
prostheses; and because the man who built my leg struggles to hold onto his small 
business in a field rapidly becoming vertically integrated and corporatized. I am not 
a cyborg simply because I wear an artificial limb.94

In tracing this prosthetic history, Kurzman recognizes his leg and the cyborg figure as 
political; his relationship to both, the prosthetic and the cyborg, is a political relation-
ship, one embedded in larger histories, rhetorics, and economies.

Take, for example, the exoskeletons developed by Berkeley Bionics for both mili-
tary and medical purposes; their products and promotional videos make clear the link 
between disability and the militarized cyborg. eLEGS is an exoskeleton that enables 
some paralyzed people to walk under certain conditions; according to Eythor Bender, 
the company’s CEO, eLEGS are “built on the platform, or the legacy, of HULC (Human 
Universal Load Carrier),” a military application they licensed to Lockheed Martin.95 
The video touting HULC features multiple scenes of a man in fatigues wearing a HULC 
while he carries heavy loads over mountainous terrain. Jim Ni, the HULC program 
manager, explains that HULC was designed to facilitate soldiers carrying heavy weap-
ons (one frame shows the soldier attaching a bomb to the front of the exoskeleton), 
thereby preventing back injuries and other repetitive-stress injuries associated with 
contemporary warfare. The same technology that enables a paraplegic to walk allows a 
soldier to kill more efficiently and ergonomically; cyborg ironies, indeed.96

Extending Kurzman’s analysis, and reading it alongside the work of Erevelles, 
Siebers, and other crip theorists grappling critically with the cyborg, I want to pro-
vide a reading of the cyborg that places it within the realm of the political, moving it 
away from more essentialist readings that reduce it to particular kinds of (medical-
ized) bodies. Disability activists, communities, and movements often embody the kind 
of ironic, even blasphemous, politics that Haraway cast as necessary characteristics of 
the feminist cyborg. As Judy Rohrer argues, “Irony can help build the future-oriented, 
multiple-identity politics” we need, and disability politics offers a rich archive of ironic 
approaches to illness, disability, and the body.97

Haraway peppers her manifesto with ironic political slogans from her feminist no-
nukes work, sharing the slogans of others as well as inventing her own: “Cyborgs for 
Earthly Survival!” and perhaps the most (in)famous, “I would rather be a cyborg than 
a goddess.”98 Her use of these phrases grounds her high theory in grassroots activism, 
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making clear that she is invested in the practical implications of her theoretical travels, 
and highlights her adherence to an ironic politics of blasphemy. In that spirit, I want 
to add another grassroots saying, one that does this same kind of ironic, blasphemous 
work: “Trached dykes eat pussy without coming up for air.” Connie Panzarino, a long-
time disability activist and out lesbian, would attach this sign to her wheelchair during 
Pride marches in Boston in the early 1990s. Shockingly explicit, her sign refuses to cast 
technology as cold, distancing, or disembodied/disembodying, presenting it instead as 
a source and site of embodied pleasure.

“Trach” is an abbreviation of tracheotomy, a medical procedure in which a breath-
ing tube is inserted directly into the trachea, bypassing the mouth and nose. Someone 
with a trach, then, can, in effect, breathe through her throat, freeing her mouth for other 
activities (another version of this sign is “Trached dykes french kiss without coming up 
for air”). From a cyborgian perspective, this sign is brilliantly provocative and produc-
tive. It draws on the pervasive idea that adaptive technologies grant superior abilities, 
not merely replacing a lost capacity but enhancing it, yet it does so in a highly subversive 
way. The message here isn’t about blending in, about passing as normal or hypernormal, 
but about publicly announcing the viability of a queer disabled location. It’s disnormaliz-
ing, adamantly refusing compulsory heterosexuality, compulsory able-bodiedness, and 
homonormativity. As Corbett O’Toole argues, it challenges the perceived passivity of 
disabled women, presenting them as actively pleasuring their partners, thereby graphi-
cally refuting stereotypes linking physical disability with nonsexuality.99

The context of the sign is as important as its content. In sharp contrast to the 
disabled people in cyborg texts, who are presented as isolated individuals commun-
ing only with their technology, the woman with the sign is in public, participating 
in a political and social community. She is actively involved in shaping that commu-
nity, extending the notion of “pride” to apply not only to her sexuality but also to 
her disability; indeed, she presents the two as erotically and productively inseparable. 
Appearing in such a public context, the sign can be read as an aggressive rebuke of 
the discourses of charity, pity, and tragedy that circulate around disabled bodies; in a 
direct challenge to the infantilization of “Jerry’s kids,” this woman proclaims herself a 
sexually active and actively consenting adult.

And she does so with a blasphemous humor born of community. For those unfa-
miliar with queer crip culture, Panzarino’s sign might fly under the radar; those 
unaware of the workings of a tracheotomy might not understand the sexual promise 
of such a procedure. For queer crips, however, the sign is a revelation, a locating of 
pleasure not only in the body-technology interface but in the disabled body itself. In a 
culture in which technological and medical advances are constantly being touted for 
their ability to eliminate disability, to reduce the numbers of disabled bodies in the 
future, Panzarino asserts the value of those bodies, of her body.

Similarly, Laura Hershey becomes a cyborg not simply because of her use of a 
power chair or a ventilator, but because of her commitment to coalition politics and 
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transformative social practices. A poet, essayist, and longtime activist, Hershey served 
as a “poster child” for the Muscular Dystrophy Association (MDA) in 1973–74, appear-
ing on posters and other promotional material encouraging (nondisabled) donors to 
contribute to the organization. The MDA’s stated goal is to “conquer neuromuscular 
disease,” and its primary means of meeting this goal is through the selection of poster 
children and an annual Labor Day telethon, long associated with Jerry Lewis. Her-
shey’s body, and the bodies of other children like her, was used to advocate for a “cure,” 
although “cure” is code here for a combination of prenatal testing, selective abortion, 
and/or prenatal therapy. Hershey, in other words, was expected to raise money for 
research into how to prevent children like her from ever being born. In a blasphemous 
irony befitting cyborg politics, Hershey has since become one of the leaders in the anti-
telethon movement, condemning the poster-child rhetoric to which she was subjected 
as a child. Working with a network of ex–poster children, disability rights activists, 
and nondisabled allies, Hershey is a fierce and vocal opponent of Jerry Lewis’s annual 
MDA telethon, lambasting Lewis and the organization for their ableist attitudes 
toward disabled people; when Lewis remarked in a 2001 interview that “cripple[s] in 
wheelchairs” should “stay in [their] house” if they want to avoid pity, Hershey and her 
comrades took to the streets, highlighting Lewis’s remarks as indicative of the tragic 
model of disability that permeates charity organizations.100 In 2009, when Jerry Lewis 
won the Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award from the Academy of Motion Pictures 
Arts and Sciences, a group of activists, including Hershey, organized a protest of the 
Oscar ceremonies.101

From a cyborg perspective, I am enticed by Hershey’s provocative relationship to 
medical technologies. On the one hand, her very survival relies on this technology, a 
technology made possible by the medical industrial complex that supports and is sup-
ported by organizations like the MDA. On the other hand, she uses this technology 
to make her activism possible, activism that is often committed to interrogating the 
very system that she relies on. Hershey, in other words, is well-positioned to recog-
nize the complexities of technology and biomedicine. As Haraway made clear in the 
manifesto, simple technophilia or technophobia is untenable; what we need to do is to 
take responsibility for the social relations of science and technology.102 By tracing the 
effects of cure ideologies and pity narratives, by highlighting the economic assump-
tions and mechanisms of the telethon, Hershey and her comrades push for exactly 
this kind of responsibility without naively abandoning such technology altogether. Yet 
if Hershey were to be described in cyborg terms, most theorists would ignore these 
savvy negotiations, focusing only on her position in a wheelchair. Reducing Hershey 
to a cyborg because of her wheelchair or breathing tube ignores her cyborg political 
practices, thereby perpetuating the depoliticization of disability and disabled people.

In common parlance, Hershey and Panzarino could be considered “severely dis-
abled” (Haraway’s “severely handicapped”). They rely on power wheelchairs; they 
employ personal attendants to assist them in their daily activities; and their chronic 
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impairments occasionally lead to medical crises, particularly respiratory ones. For 
most cyborg theorists, the story would stop there, serving as a perfect illustration of 
the ways in which (certain) bodies don’t end at the skin. Indeed, in this framework, 
the more severely disabled one is, the more cyborgian, because the more likely to 
be using high-tech medical equipment and adaptive technologies. A cripped cyborg 
politics, however, refuses to stop with this kind of recitation of diagnosis or condi-
tion. Following Robert McRuer, “severe” can be read as defiance, fierceness, critique; 
the “severity” of these women’s impairments is due not to their perceived failures to 
adhere to normative expectations of movement, flexibility, or appearance, but to their 
public “call[ing] out [of] the inadequacies of compulsory able-bodiedness.”103 Rather 
than reduce these activists’ experiences to the details of their impairment, let us focus 
instead on their complex and contradictory negotiations with technology, or on the 
ways in which such negotiations lead to questions about community, responsibility, 
pleasure, and complicity.104

Bradley Lewis draws on Haraway’s cyborg theory for precisely these reasons, 
arguing that the cyborg can help us better understand Prozac and the domination of 
psychopharmacology. Critical science studies and, in particular, cyborg theory make 
it possible for us to recognize the stories we tell about Prozac as stories, as narratives, 
and thereby deserving of an attentive read. Cyborg theory, argues Lewis, enables us to 
ask “local political questions of consequences and inclusion.”105 The cyborg, in demand-
ing responsibility and critique, pushes progressives to engage with technoscience, to 
inquire into the effects and assumptions of emerging technologies. Lewis urges atten-
tion to Haraway’s mode of critique, her ability to challenge the simplistic binaries 
and dualisms that prevent a taking of responsibility. Prozac, he argues, “is not clearly 
oppressive or liberatory. It is a contradictory mixture of both—sometimes one more 
than another, but always both. This makes the problem not Prozac itself but the politics 
of representation surrounding the production and circulation of Prozac discourse.”106

Michelle O’Brien echoes this contradictory approach, arguing for greater atten-
tion to the politics of prescription drugs. Just as Kurzman sees his prosthetic leg as a 
nexus of overlapping biomedical, military, and economic discourses, O’Brien positions 
her use of prescription medications as a practice demanding contextualization within 
a wider political economy.107 She traces the manufacturer of each medication, discusses 
where she obtains the syringes she needs for injections (leading to a brief rumination 
on HIV/AIDS, the war on drugs, and needle-exchange programs in Philadelphia), and 
describes the politics of health care that lead her to purchase these medications out of 
pocket, online, and away from a “proper” provider. As a trans woman, she is “invis-
ible” to her health insurance company yet dependent on her medications, and it is this 
contradictory stance that leads her to the cyborg.108 Inspired by Haraway’s manifesto, 
she describes her position within biomedicine as contradictory, ironic, subversive. 
She may be interfacing with corporate medicine, but she does so “improperly.”109 The 
cyborg, O’Brien argues, offers a way to approach the medical industrial complex that 
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does not privilege “isolation, purity, or refusal” but recognizes the potential to inter-
act unfaithfully with the medical system. As she puts it, “If your survival depends on 
substantially accessing global pharmaceutical industries, a politics of purity and non-
participation just doesn’t get you that far.”110

Like O’Brien, Dean Spade recognizes that many trans people’s reliance on medical 
institutions necessitates a contradictory politics. He explains that some transgender 
advocates have turned to state disability laws as a potential site of relief from gen-
der discrimination; filing such claims, however, requires that transgendered people 
be diagnosed with and identify as having gender identity disorder, or GID.111 GID is 
controversial within trans communities, with many activists wary of its identification 
of gender difference as pathology. As Spade writes, “I do not want to make trans rights 
dependent upon GID diagnoses, because such diagnoses are not accessible to many 
low-income people; because I believe that the diagnostic and treatment processes for 
GID are regulatory and promote a regime of coercive binary gender; and because I 
believe that GID is still being misused by some mental health practitioners as a basis 
for involuntary psychiatric treatment for gender transgressive people.”112 At the same 
time, because “many trans people’s lives are entangled with medical establishments,” 
their best hope is a medical diagnosis and the recognition and access to services it 
entails.113 In describing the strategic use of medical models of difference, Spade care-
fully maps the implications of such uses, challenging ableism within trans communi-
ties while detailing the risks of disability identification. Reading Lewis, O’Brien, and 
Spade together reveals that neither medical technologies nor diagnoses can be charac-
terized as purely oppressive or politically neutral. As Haraway’s cyborg insists, cyborg 
bodies are “maps of power,” requiring ironic, doubled, contradictory responses.

“Cyborg” is not the only way to describe activists such as Hershey or Panzarino, nor 
is it the only way to frame their political practices and activist alliances. Indeed, it is 
highly unlikely that they would use it to identify themselves, finding other ways to 
characterize coalition politics or permeable identities. I want to be clear that I am not 
arguing that these activists are “real” cyborgs, or that “cyborg” is the best mode for 
conceptualizing their activist strategies and theoretical standpoints. We can describe 
the fluid nature of disability or articulate a disability politics that embraces contradic-
tion and ambiguity without referencing Haraway or deploying the figure of the cyborg. 
Moreover, the cyborg figure may be more useful in examining some disabilities than 
others; it might be less effective in explorations of blindness than deafness, for exam-
ple, or Down syndrome than amputation. At the risk of undercutting my argument, I 
want to acknowledge that cyborg theory is not necessary.

It may not be necessary, but, at the same time, it can help us do necessary work. 
Cyborg theory remains one of the few places that disabled people, and particularly dis-
abled bodies, are present in contemporary critical theory, and I think it is essential for 
disability studies scholars to attend to the specificities of those appearances. Moreover, 
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rather than simply allow these representations to talk about us, we can intervene 
directly in them, adhering to the tradition of critical intervention of Haraway’s origi-
nal manifesto. How can we, by intervening in cyborg theory, wage our own multiple, 
often contradictory, critical interventions in feminist theory, in queer politics, in radi-
cal reimaginings of the future?

As I have suggested here, for the cyborg to guide us elsewhere, to lead us toward 
a more livable space, we must look to the cyborg as a guide for political practice, not 
strictly as a description of our physical bodies. Pushing the cyborg into an anti-ableist 
politics means refusing its reduction to the disabled body, refusing to use the figure to 
shore up binaries of normate/other or abled/disabled. It means recognizing the trans-
gressive political practices of activists such as Hershey, Panzarino, and Spade, recog-
nizing their work in forging coalitions and actions.

Cyborg Histories, Cyborg Futures

Although many analyses of the cyborg begin with Haraway, she was not the first 
researcher to use the figure in imagining a desired future. In a 1960 issue of Astronau-
tics, scientists Manfred E. Clynes and Nathan S. Kline offered up the cyborg, or “cyber-
netic organism,” as a way to imagine human flourishing in space.114 The two had been 
invited by NASA to address potential medical problems related to human space travel, 
and they explored the possibilities of biochemically, electronically, and physiologically 
modifying the human body.115 They described their solutions as a mixture of “pres-
ently available knowledge and techniques” and “projections into the future.”116 What 
they imagined, based on experiments with rats, was the ability to implant humans 
with osmotic pumps that would permit “continuous injections of chemicals at a con-
trolled slow rate.”117 The pumps would be implanted subcutaneously and programmed 
so as to require no effort or attention from the astronaut. They could then be stocked 
with medications appropriate for space travel; pumps might carry drugs preventing 
radiation sickness or fatigue, for example. One of Clynes and Kline’s “future projec-
tions” involved the “strong possibility” that astronauts would experience psychotic 
episodes but be incapable of recognizing that anything was awry; what was needed, 
they argued, was the ability to “[trigger] administration of the medication remotely 
from earth or by a companion,” medication that could include “high-potency pheno-
thiazines together with reserpine.”118

As this last scenario might suggest, Clynes and Kline both worked in psychiatric 
research; their work with NASA supplemented their jobs as researchers at Rockland 
State Hospital, in Orangeburg, New York. Kline founded a psychiatric research center 
at the hospital in 1952, and he spent most of his career building the center into a major 
site for drug research, development, and clinical trials. He hired Clynes to work in the 
hospital’s Dynamic Simulation Laboratory in 1955, where the latter worked on physio-
logical instrumentation and data-processing systems. Although Clynes eventually left 
Rockland, Kline remained there until his death in 1982, and the research facility now 
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bears his name (the Nathan S. Kline Institute for Psychiatric Research). According to 
the institute’s website, Kline is “best known for his pioneering work with psychophar-
macologic drugs,” particularly his success with tranquilizers and antidepressants.119 
Inspired by these successes, and eager to spread the word about the efficacy of psy-
chopharmacology, Kline wrote a mass-market paperback titled From Sad to Glad; first 
published in 1974, the 1989 edition featured the tagline, “Depression: You can conquer 
it without analysis.” Kline’s faith in drugs is evident in the article he coauthored with 
Clynes, “Cyborgs and Space,” in which their imagined osmotic pumps deliver medi-
cine that cures everything from radiation sickness to fatigue to psychosis.

It is this last condition, psychosis, that brings me up short. In their article, Clynes 
and Kline suggest that astronauts are unlikely to recognize when they have had a psy-
chotic break (explaining that delusion and denial are common symptoms of psychosis) 
and will need to be involuntarily medicated by remote control. I do not know enough 
about the mental or emotional effects of space travel to evaluate their concern, but I 
cannot read their recommendation without being reminded of the two scientists’ loca-
tion in a state mental institution, one where many, if not most, of the patients were 
placed indefinitely and heavily medicated. Moreover, some of them likely served as 
research subjects for Kline’s drug trials, trials that appear to have been grueling for 
the patients. In his early research on reserpine as a treatment for schizophrenia, Kline 
noted that for the first two to three weeks of treatment,

patients are frightened by the feeling that they have “no control” over their impulses. 
Some feel that they “do not know what they are going to do next,” and in point of 
fact may begin screaming and throw themselves to the floor. . . . Delusions and hal-
lucinations increase and behavior not infrequently becomes more disturbed than 
prior to the beginning of treatment.120

As the treatment continued, Kline apparently thought that the patients eventually 
showed improvement, but it is hard to read this description without questioning the 
ethics of drug trials on institutionalized patients.

Rockland was infamous for its poor and negligent behavior toward patients. 
Overcrowding was rampant in the 1940s and 1950s, and the institution was repeat-
edly charged with contributing to, if not causing, the deaths of numerous patients by 
giving them lethal amounts of tranquilizers—to keep patients “under control”—or 
prescribing drugs that, in combination, are fatal. Accusations of rape and malnourish-
ment were also lodged against workers and group homes affiliated with Rockland.121 
Although state commissions and investigations consistently rejected these charges, the 
frequency of such claims gives me pause.

Indeed, this connection to the warehousing of people with mental illnesses and 
intellectual disabilities in state institutions—and all that entails, from medical negli-
gence to medical experimentation to physical and sexual abuse—should be enough 
to give any cyborg theorist, especially one identified with disability studies, pause. 
Haraway makes clear from the start that the cyborg is dangerous, non-innocent, and 
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complicit; the only way to approach the figure is in the spirit of ironic blasphemy, turn-
ing the figure against its very origins. And Bradley Lewis’s use of the figure to critique 
the same psychopharmaceutical industry that originally birthed the cyborg seems the 
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.

I 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.122 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 of a 
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.”123 To return to the epi-
graph that begins this chapter, “who cyborgs will be is a radical question; the answers 
are a matter of survival.”124 This question has political, ethical, and epistemic dimen-
sions, and answering it will require grappling with the histories and futures described 
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.125 But in the spirit, if not 
the practice, of Haraway’s manifesto, I argue for responsibility in making such claims.
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