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3 Debating Feminist Futures
Slippery Slopes, Cultural Anxiety,  
and the Case of the Deaf Lesbians

The fear that lesbians and gay men will start to fabricate human beings, exaggerat-
ing the biotechnology of reproduction, suggests that these “unnatural” practices will 
eventuate in a wholesale social engineering of the human. . . . But it seems a displace-
ment, if not a hallucination, to identify the source of this social threat, if it is a threat, 
with lesbians who excavate sperm from dry ice on a cold winter day in Iowa when one 
of them is ovulating.

—Judith Butler, Undoing Gender

The pervasiveness of prenatal testing, and especially its acceptance as part of the 
standard of care for pregnant women, casts women as responsible for their future chil-
dren’s able-bodiedness/able-mindedness; prospective parents are urged to take advan-
tage of these services so as to avoid burdening their future children with any disabili-
ties.1 This notion of “burdening” children finds an echo in the debate over same-sex 
marriage, with LGBT couples cast as selfish parents, placing their own desires over 
the physical and mental health of their children (and, by extension, of all children). 
Moreover, according to Timothy Dailey of the Family Research Council, homosexual 
parents often “‘recruit’ children into the homosexual lifestyle” by modeling “abnormal 
sexuality.”2 The possibility that same-sex parents might produce queer children is one 
of the most common reasons given for opposing such families, a reasoning that takes 
for granted the homophobic worldview that queerness must be avoided at all costs.

It is in the literature of reproductive technologies and their “proper” use that het-
erocentrism and homophobia intersect powerfully with ableism and stereotypes about 
disability. These stories reveal profound anxieties about reproducing the family as a 
normative unit, with all of its members able-bodied/able-minded and heterosexual. 
At sites where disability, queerness, and reproductive technologies converge, parents 
and prospective parents are often criticized and condemned for their alleged misuse 
of technology. Assistive reproductive technologies are to be used only to deselect or 
prevent disability; doing otherwise—such as selecting for disability—means failing to 
properly reproduce the family.
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In this chapter, I explore one such story in which ableism and heterocentrism 
combine, a situation in which parents were widely condemned for failing to protect 
their children from both disability and queerness. Sharon Duchesneau and Candace 
McCullough, a deaf lesbian couple in Maryland, attracted publicity and controversy 
for their 2001 decision to use a deaf sperm donor in conceiving their son. What most 
interests me about their story, and what I focus on here, is the consistency with which 
cultural critics and commentators took for granted the idea that a better future is one 
without disability and deafness. In order to illustrate this dimension of the story, I 
frame their account with an analysis of Marge Piercy’s influential utopia, Woman on 
the Edge of Time.3 In that novel, as in the responses to McCullough and Duchesneau, 
“common sense” dictates that disabled minds/bodies have no place in the future, and 
that such decisions merit neither discussion nor dissent. Both stories, in other words, 
center around the proper use of assistive reproductive technology and the future of 
children.

This is What the Future Looks Like: Reproduction and Debate  
in Woman on the Edge of Time

In 2001, I served as a teaching assistant in an introduction to women’s studies course 
at a liberal arts college in Southern California. One of the assigned texts was Marge 
Piercy’s novel Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), chosen by the professor in order to 
spark discussion about feminist futures. Published over three decades ago, the novel 
continues to be popular among feminists for its representation of an egalitarian soci-
ety. Students responded enthusiastically to Piercy’s book, finding its imagined utopia 
hopeful, enviable, and desirable. As a disability studies scholar, however, I found the 
novel troubling for its erasure of disability and disabled bodies, an erasure that is never 
debated or discussed in the novel. With the marked exception of mental illness, an 
exception to which I will return, Woman on the Edge of Time simply assumes that a 
feminist future is, by definition, one without disability and disabled bodies.

Woman on the Edge of Time is a feminist utopia/dystopia that chronicles the expe-
riences of Connie Ramos, a poor Chicana woman who has been involuntarily institu-
tionalized in a New York mental ward. The novel moves back and forth among three 
settings: mental institutions and Connie’s neighborhoods in 1970s New York; Mat-
tapoisett, a utopian village in 2137; and a future, dystopic New York City inhabited by 
cyborgs and machines in which all humans have been genetically engineered to fulfill 
certain social roles.4 While incarcerated in the violent ward of a mental institution in 
1976, Connie develops the ability to travel mentally into the future, interacting with 
a woman named Luciente who lives in the utopian Mattapoisett community. During 
one attempt at mental travel, Connie’s attention is diverted and she finds herself in the 
dystopic future Manhattan, but the rest of her time travels involve Mattapoisett.

Piercy lovingly describes Mattapoisett. She has clearly thought a great deal 
about difference in constructing this world, trying to envision a thoroughly feminist, 
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antiracist, socially just, and multicultural community. All sexual orientations and iden-
tities are present and respected in her vision of Mattapoisett, everyone possesses equal 
wealth and resources, and all have access to education according to their interests. 
People in Mattapoisett have developed harvesting and consumption patterns intended 
to redress the global imbalance of wealth, resources, and consumption wrought during 
Connie’s era. The world is viewed holistically, with Mattapoisett’s inhabitants aware 
of how their actions affect others both within the borders of their community and 
beyond.

Luciente explains to Connie that Mattapoisett’s communal harmony has been 
achieved through radical changes in the system of reproduction. All babies are born in 
the “brooder,” a machine that mixes the genes from all the population’s members, so 
that children are not genetically bound to any two people. Three adults co-mother each 
child, a task that is undertaken equally by men and women. Through hormone treat-
ments, both men and women are able to breast-feed, exemplifying the community’s 
belief that equality between the sexes can be engineered through technological inter-
vention and innovation. By breaking the traditional gendered nature of reproduction, 
explains Luciente, the brooder has eliminated fixed gender roles and sexism within the 
community. It has also eradicated racism by mixing the genes from all “races,” thereby 
rendering everyone mixed-race and making notions of “racial purity” impossible to 
maintain. Cultural histories and traditions have been preserved, but have been sepa-
rated from the concept of “race.” Luciente’s friend Bee tells Connie that the community 
has recently decided to create more “darker-skinned” babies in order to counteract the 
historical devaluation of people of color, resulting in a village inhabited by people of all 
skin tones: “[W]e don’t want the melting pot where everybody ends up with thin gruel. 
We want diversity, for strangeness breeds richness.”5

All decisions concerning the community are publicly debated during open meet-
ings. Decisions are made on the basis of consensus, and every community member is 
allowed and expected to participate. People volunteer to serve as representatives to 
intercommunity meetings at which decisions affecting a larger population are debated. 
No decisions are made for other people by other people. Every person has the right to 
speak out on issues that affect him or her.

To illustrate the way this participatory democracy works, Piercy gradually 
introduces Connie, and the reader, to a conflict currently being played out in Mat-
tapoisett. The “Mixers” and the “Shapers” are involved in a heated disagreement 
about the next direction the brooder should take, with the Shapers advocating a 
more aggressive stance. The Mixers would prefer to maintain the status quo: the 
brooder currently screens out genes linked to birth defects and disease susceptibility, 
thereby preventing “negative” characteristics from being passed down to children. 
The Shapers, however, want to program the brooder to select for “positive” traits 
as well, ensuring that children will have the traits most desired by the community. 
Luciente and her friends are on the side of the Mixers, arguing that it is impossible 
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to know which traits will be necessary or valued in the future. Piercy makes it clear 
that Luciente’s perspective mirrors her own; the genetically engineered inhabitants 
of her dystopian New York suggest the logical, and undesirable, result of a Shaper 
victory. Piercy refuses, however, to simply impose a Mixer victory on Mattapoisett; 
she depicts a continuing process of respectful dialogue and public debate between 
the two groups, creating a vision of a feminist community in which all people par-
ticipate equally in the decisions that affect them. The Mixers-Shapers debate is never 
resolved in the novel, illustrating Piercy’s notion of the importance of open-ended 
dialogue and group process.

It is this description of democratic decision making, of a community debating 
publicly how it wants technology to develop in the future, that has made Woman on the 
Edge such an attractive text to feminist scholars of science studies and political theory. 
Decades after its initial publication, the novel continues to inspire feminist thinkers 
with its image of an egalitarian future in which all people’s voices are heard, respected, 
and addressed. A quick glance at the women’s studies syllabi collected on Internet 
databases reveals the continued popularity of the book in conversations about “femi-
nist futures,” “feminist utopias,” and “ecofeminisms”; Woman on the Edge of Time is 
often taught in introductory women’s studies classes to initiate discussion about femi-
nist worldviews.6

Similarly, several feminist political theorists and science studies scholars cast 
the book as a vital exploration of political and technological processes influenced by 
feminist principles. José van Dijck, for example, praises Piercy for depicting science 
as “a political and democratic process in which all participants participate,” a depic-
tion that recognizes genetics “as a political, rather than a purely scientific,” practice. 
Political theorist Josephine Carubia Glorie shares van Dijck’s assessment, noting that 
Piercy’s novel features a society in which all community members are able to engage 
in social critique. Even those who disagree with Piercy’s pro-genetic engineering and 
pro-assisted reproduction stance, such as ecofeminists Cathleen McGuire and Colleen 
McGuire, find Woman on the Edge of Time to be a compelling vision of a world without 
social inequalities.7 As these comments suggest, over thirty years after its initial pub-
lication, Woman on the Edge of Time remains a powerful, productive text for feminist 
theorists concerned with the role of technology in the lives of women and commit-
ted to envisioning an egalitarian, just world. Piercy’s articulation of the “Mixers vs. 
Shapers” debate—should we breed children for desired traits?—seems prescient in the 
early twenty-first century as bioethicists and geneticists debate the morality and feasi-
bility of allowing prospective parents to create or select embryos on the basis of such 
traits as sex, hair color, or height.8

What has gone unnoticed in these praises of Piercy’s novel, however, is the place 
of disability, and specifically disabled bodies, in her imagined utopia. In a world very 
carefully constructed to contain people of every skin tone and sexual orientation, 
where people of all genders and ages are equally valued, disabled people are absent. 
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This absence cannot simply be attributed to oversight or neglect; it is not that Piercy 
forgot to include disability and disabled people among her cast of characters and life 
experiences. On the contrary, the place, or rather the absence, of disability in Piercy’s 
utopia is at the heart of the Mixers-Shapers debate: both the Shapers and the Mixers 
agree on the necessity of screening the gene pool for “defective genes” and “predis-
positions” for illness and “suffering.” It is taken for granted by both sides—and by 
Piercy and (presumably) her audience—that everyone knows and agrees which genes 
and characteristics are negative and therefore which ones should be eliminated; ques-
tions about so-called negative traits are apparently not worth discussing. Thus, dis-
abled people are not accidentally missing from Piercy’s utopia; they have intentionally 
and explicitly been written out of it. Mattapoisett, an influential feminist fictional uto-
pia, has wiped out congenital disability. The apparent lack of any physically or cogni-
tively disabled inhabitants of Mattapoisett, coupled with the genetic screening of all 
congenital disabilities, suggests that even disabilities acquired through age, illness, or 
accident are lacking in this utopia; presumably medicine has advanced to such a degree 
that all impairments can be cured or prevented.

At first glance, mental disability seems to be an exception to this absence. Not only 
is the novel highly critical of the institutionalization of people with mental disability, 
it also casts “crazy” as a diagnosis more likely to be attached to poor women of color 
and to those who refuse to adhere to cultural norms. Unlike the stigma and forced 
institutionalization Connie faced in 1970s New York, the inhabitants of Mattapoisett 
recognize mental disability as part of a normal course of life, with people “dropping 
out” of their communities as needed to tend to their mental and emotional needs. But 
this requirement to drop out, to separate oneself from the community until one’s func-
tioning returns to “normal,” enacts another version of this erasure of disability. People 
with disabilities have no place in this feminist future. Indeed, it is their very absence, 
whether permanent or temporary, that signals the utopian nature of this future.

Neither Piercy, writing in the mid-1970s, nor theorists such as van Dijck and 
Glorie, writing in the late 1990s, seem to have noticed that the entire Mixers-Shapers 
debate rests on profound assumptions about whose bodies matter. Van Dijck and Glo-
rie praise Piercy for articulating a vision of science as a democratic process in which 
all voices are heard, yet the assumptions underlying the Mixers-Shapers debate ignore 
the perspectives of an entire class of people, those with congenital disabilities. Never 
once do the nondisabled members of Mattapoisett debate the decision to eliminate 
ostensibly defective genes, never do they question how one determines which genes 
are labeled “defective” or what “defective” means. Van Dijck highlights Piercy’s rec-
ognition that genetics is political—contested and contestable, subject to debate and 
disagreement—but fails to realize that screening the gene pool for allegedly negative 
traits is also political. In both the novel and interpretation of the novel, it is assumed 
that disability has no place in feminist visions of the future, and that such an assump-
tion is so natural, so given, that it does not merit public debate.
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What does it mean that disability appears in Piercy’s utopia only as an unwanted 
characteristic in a debate over genetic engineering, a debate itself used to illustrate her 
ideas about democratic science? What does it mean that feminists writing and teach-
ing about the United States in the 1990s and 2000s use this novel, and specifically the 
Mixers-Shapers debate, as an example of ideal democratic decision making and public 
critique, of a political community grounded in feminist principles of egalitarianism 
and democracy? What can be inferred about disability from the fact that contempo-
rary feminists highlight a debate in which both parties assume from the beginning 
that “negative” traits are self-evident, natural, and therefore outside the scope of dis-
cussion? What can a feminist disability studies reader learn from the fact that feminist 
theorists have offered no critique of a debate in which disabled people do not partici-
pate because they have already been removed from this supposedly diverse, multicul-
tural, egalitarian landscape?

I suggest that Piercy’s depiction and, more importantly, feminist theorists’ praise 
of it mean that disability in the United States is often viewed as an unredeemable dif-
ference. Disability and the disabled body are problems that must be solved technologi-
cally, and there is allegedly so much cultural agreement on this point that it need not 
be discussed or debated. Disability, then, plays a huge, but seemingly uncontested, role 
in how contemporary Americans envision the future. Utopian visions are founded on 
the elimination of disability, while dystopic, negative visions of the future are based 
on its proliferation; as we will see below, both depictions are deeply tied to cultural 
understandings and anxieties about the proper use of technology.

I turn now to one particular case of the alleged misuse of technology, moving from 
Piercy’s fiction to the stories we tell ourselves about others’ reproduction. The story of 
Sharon Duchesneau and Candace McCullough, a deaf lesbian couple who selected a 
deaf sperm donor for their pregnancies, has been presented to the public almost exclu-
sively in terms of what the future can, should, and will include. Whether warning 
of a slippery slope, of other disabled people “manufacturing” disabled children, or of 
“unnatural” lifestyles, commentators see the couple’s selection of a deaf sperm donor 
as a sign of a dangerous future. I am less interested in arguing for or against these 
women’s decision than in detailing how critics of the couple utilize dystopic rheto-
ric in their condemnations, presenting deafness and disability as traits that obviously 
should be avoided. As with Woman on the Edge of Time, a world free of impairment is 
portrayed as a goal shared by all, a goal that is beyond question or analysis, a goal that 
is natural rather than political.

Deaf/Disabled: A Terminological Interlude

For most hearing people, to describe deafness as a disability is to state the obvious: deaf 
people lack the ability to hear, and therefore they are disabled. For some people, how-
ever, deaf and hearing alike, it is neither obvious nor accurate to characterize deafness 
as a disability and deaf people as disabled. Rather, Deaf people are more appropriately 



Debating Feminist Futures    |    75  

described as members of a distinct linguistic and cultural minority, more akin to 
Spanish speakers in a predominantly English-language country than to people in 
wheelchairs or people who are blind.9 Spanish speakers are not considered disabled 
simply because they cannot communicate in English without the aid of an interpreter, 
and, according to this model, neither should Deaf people, who rely on interpreters in 
order to communicate with those who cannot sign, be considered disabled. Drawing 
parallels between Deaf people and members of other cultural groups, supporters of the 
linguistic-cultural model of deafness note the existence of a vibrant Deaf culture, one 
that includes its own language (in the United States, American Sign Language [ASL]), 
cultural productions (e.g., ASL poetry and performance), residential schools, and 
social networks, as well as high rates of intermarriage.10 As Deaf studies scholar Harlan 
Lane explains, “[T]he preconditions for Deaf participation [in society] are more like 
those of other language minorities: culturally Deaf people campaign for acceptance of 
their language and its broader use in the schools, the workplace, and in public events.”11 
This linguistic-cultural model of deafness shares a key assumption of the social model 
of disability—namely, that it is society’s interpretations of and responses to bodily and 
sensory variations that are the problem, not the variations themselves.

Everyone Here Spoke Sign Language, Nora Groce’s study of hereditary deafness on 
Martha’s Vineyard from the early eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, 
provides an example of this perspective. Groce argues that genetic deafness and deaf 
people were so interwoven into the population that almost every person on the island 
had a deaf relative or neighbor.12 As a result, “everyone [there] spoke sign language,” 
a situation that proves it is possible for hearing people to share the responsibility of 
communication rather than simply expecting deaf people to lip-read and speak orally 
or alleviate their hearing loss with surgeries and hearing aids.13 Groce’s study chal-
lenges the idea that deafness precludes full participation in society, suggesting that 
the barriers deaf people face are due more to societal attitudes and practices than to 
one’s audiological conditions. For those who subscribe to this worldview, deafness is 
best understood as a distinct culture in which one should feel pride, rather than as a 
disability.

Although some Deaf people are averse to the label “disabled,” either because of 
their immersion in Deaf culture or because of an internalized ableist impulse to distance 
themselves from disabled people, others are more willing to explore the label politically. 
This kind of exploration is based on making a distinction between being labeled as “dis-
abled” by others, especially medical or audiological professionals and the hearing world 
in general, and choosing to self-identify as disabled. Many Deaf people who choose to 
take up the label of disability do so for strategic reasons. For some, the decision stems 
from a desire to ally themselves with other disabled people. They recognize that people 
with disabilities and Deaf people share a history of oppression, discrimination, and stig-
matization because of their differences from a perceived “normal” body. As a group, Deaf 
and disabled people can work together to fight discrimination, and they have done so 
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since the birth of the modern disability rights movement in the late 1960s. Thus, while 
some Deaf people may be opposed to (or at the very least ambivalent about) seeing deaf-
ness as a disability, they may simultaneously be willing to identify themselves as disabled 
or to ally themselves with disabled people in order to work toward social changes and 
legal protections that would benefit both populations.14

Recognizing this affinity between disability and deafness is particularly impor-
tant in an analysis of cure narratives and utopian discourse, because it is precisely 
the image of deafness as disability that animates these narratives. What makes the 
actions of parents who express a preference for a deaf baby—the case under consider-
ation here—so abhorrent to the larger culture is the refusal to eradicate disability from 
the lives of their children.

Reproducing Cultural Anxiety: The Case of the Deaf Lesbians

In November 2001, the same year that I taught Piercy’s novel, Sharon Duchesneau and 
Candace (Candy) McCullough, a white lesbian couple living in Maryland, had a baby 
boy named Gauvin, who was conceived by assisted insemination. Both Duchesneau, 
the birth mother, and McCullough, the adoptive mother, are deaf, as is their first child, 
Jehanne. Jehanne and her new brother Gauvin were conceived with sperm donated by 
a family friend, a friend who also is deaf. Duchesneau and McCullough had originally 
intended to use a sperm bank for the pregnancies, but their desire for a deaf donor 
eliminated that option: men with congenital deafness are precluded from becoming 
sperm donors; reminiscent of the eugenic concern with the “fitness” of potential par-
ents, deafness is one of the conditions that sperm banks and fertility clinics routinely 
screen out of the donor pool.15 Several months after he was born, Gauvin underwent an 
extensive audiology test to determine if he shared his parents’ deafness.16 To the delight 
of Duchesneau and McCullough, the diagnosis was clear: Gauvin had “a profound 
hearing loss” in one ear, and “at least a severe hearing loss” in the other.17 Duchesneau 
noted that they would have accepted and loved a hearing child, but a deaf child was 
clearly their preference. “A hearing baby would be a blessing,” Duchesneau explained, 
“a Deaf baby would be a special blessing.”18

Liza Mundy covered Duchesneau and McCullough’s story for the Washington 
Post Magazine in March of 2002, and her essay provided a detailed explanation of 
these women’s reproductive choices. Although the piece acknowledged the criticisms 
lodged against Duchesneau and McCullough, it was largely sympathetic; Mundy took 
care to explain the women’s understanding of Deaf identity and to situate them within 
a larger understanding of Deaf culture and community. She also, of necessity, men-
tioned the women’s lesbian relationship, but it was not a central component of the 
piece. For Mundy, it was the women’s deafness, and their decision to have deaf children 
within a larger Deaf community, that made their story newsworthy.19

The piece made quite a splash, and the story of the Deaf lesbian couple was picked 
up by other newspapers and wire services. Papers across the United States and England 
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ran versions of and responses to the story, and cultural critics from across the ideologi-
cal spectrum began to weigh in. The Family Research Council, a Washington-based 
organization that “champions marriage and family as the foundation of civilization,” 
issued a press release with comments from Ken Connor, the group’s president at the 
time. Describing Duchesneau and McCullough as “incredibly selfish,” Connor berated 
the pair for imposing on their children not only the “disadvantages that come as a 
result of being raised in a homosexual household” but also the “burden” of disability. 
Connor linked disability and homosexuality, casting both as hardships that these two 
women “intentionally” handed their children. The Family Research Council’s press 
release closed with a quote from Connor that not only continued to link homosexual-
ity with disability but also depicted both as leading toward a dystopic future: “One 
can only hope that this practice of intentionally manufacturing disabled children in 
order to fit the lifestyles of the parents will not progress any further. The places this 
slippery slope could lead to are frightening.”20 The use of the term “lifestyles”—a word 
frequently used to refer derisively to queers and our sexual/relational practices—effec-
tively blurs deafness and queerness, suggesting that both characteristics are allegedly 
leading “us” down the road to ruin.21

Indeed, the queerness of this future had everything to do with its portrayal as neg-
ative and imperfect. Although Ken Connor and the Family Research Council probably 
would not celebrate the use of a Deaf sperm donor by a heterosexual couple, it is highly 
unlikely that they would have condemned it as aggressively or as publicly as they did 
here, casting such a move as the first step on a slippery slope into the unknown. (They 
have not gone on record, for example, condemning Deaf heterosexuals who have chil-
dren.) The case of the Deaf lesbians acquired the mileage that it did because of its evo-
cation of a queer disabled future; heterosexism and ableism intertwine, each feeding 
off and supporting the other.

The Family Research Council was not alone in discussing these women’s desire for 
a Deaf baby in the context of their sexuality. Indeed, even some queer commentators 
found something troubling, and ultimately dystopic, about the idea. Queer novelist 
Jeanette Winterson seemed to suggest that it was precisely these women’s queerness 
that made their decision so anathema:

If either of the Deaf Lesbians in the United States had been in a relationship with a 
man, Deaf or hearing, and if they had decided to have a baby, there is absolutely no 
certainty that the baby would have been Deaf. You take a chance with love; you take 
a chance with nature, but it is those chances and the unexpected possibilities they 
bring, that give life its beauty.22

It is worth noting that Winterson appears concerned only about the loss of some 
possibilities, namely the possibility of having a hearing child. Screening out deaf 
donors from sperm banks also removes the chance of “unexpected possibilities,” at 
least in terms of genetic deafness, but apparently the denial of that chance does not 
trouble her.
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Winterson condemned Duchesneau and McCullough for removing the element of 
“chance” from their pregnancy and guaranteeing themselves a deaf baby, a guarantee 
that could not happen “with nature.”23 However, her remarks obscure the fact that the 
women’s use of a deaf donor provided no such guarantee, a fact made clear in Mundy’s 
article.24 Duchesneau, McCullough, and their deaf donor; Winterson’s hypothetical 
deaf heterosexual couple: both groups would have exactly the same odds of having a 
deaf child, yet Winterson found no fault with the imagined heterosexual conception. 
She appears to believe that it is acceptable, if perhaps regrettable, for heterosexual deaf 
couples to have deaf children because such an act is “natural”; bearing deaf children 
becomes “unnatural” and thereby dangerous when it is done outside the bounds of a 
“normal, natural” relationship—an odd position for a queer writer to take and one that 
has certainly been influenced by dominant ableist culture.

Winterson clearly took for granted that “everyone” views these women’s behavior 
as reprehensible; for her, it was a “simple fact” that life as a deaf person is inferior to life 
as a hearing person. Duchesneau and McCullough’s refusal to accept this “simple fact,” 
and their insistence that deafness is desirable, has made them the targets of criticism 
from across the political spectrum. Winterson echoed Connor’s “slippery slope” rhetoric 
when she suggested that these women’s actions will lead to other, allegedly even more 
troubling futures. “How would any of us feel,” she asked, “if the women had both been 
blind and claimed the right to a blind baby?” The tone and content of Winterson’s essay 
answers this question for her readers, making clear that “we” would feel justifiably out-
raged.25 It is perhaps no accident that Winterson referred to “blind women” rather than 
“blind people,” again implying that it might be “natural” for a heterosexual blind couple 
to reproduce, but not a lesbian one. She even drew on this image for the title of her essay, 
“How Would We Feel If Blind Women Claimed the Right to a Blind Baby?”26

This rhetorical move—shifting from an actual case involving deafness to a hypo-
thetical situation involving a different disability—is a popular strategy to convince a 
disabled person that her decision to choose for disability, either by having a disabled 
child or by refusing technological fixes, is misguided, illogical, and extreme. By decon-
textualizing the situation, removing it from a Deaf person’s own sphere of reference, it 
is assumed that the Deaf person will be able to recognize her error in judgment. This 
practice suggests that some disabilities are worse than others, that eventually one can 
substitute a particular disability that is so “obviously” undesirable that the disabled 
person will change her mind. Cross-disability alliances are presumed to be nonexis-
tent; it is assumed that all Deaf people believe it would be best to eliminate the birth of 
“blind babies” or people with X disability.

This story is complicated by the fact that Winterson’s stance is not without basis. 
In the Washington Post story, McCullough does express a preference for a sighted 
child. According to Mundy,

If they themselves—valuing sight—were to have a blind child, well then, Candy 
acknowledges, they would probably try to have it fixed, if they could, like hearing 
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parents who attempt to restore their child’s hearing with cochlear implants. “I want 
to be the same as my child,” says Candy. “I want the baby to enjoy what we enjoy.”27

McCullough and Duchesneau’s position that Deaf babies are “special blessings” does 
not mean that they are not also simultaneously implicated in the ableism of the larger 
culture; their desire for deafness does not necessarily extend to a desire for any and 
all disabilities. Deaf and disabled people are not immune to the ableist—or homopho-
bic—ideologies of the larger culture. (It is worth noting in this context, however, that 
McCullough does not express a desire for genetic testing and selective abortion).

Indeed, even some disabled queers mirrored the blend of heterocentrism and 
ableism circulating through mainstream responses to Duchesneau and McCullough’s 
reproductive choices. A participant on the QueerDisability listserv, for example, found 
the couple’s decision to choose a Deaf donor troubling, partly because of the hard-
ships and social barriers their children would face, partly because of the alleged finan-
cial burden their children would place on the state. Echoing Winterson, the listserv 
member drew a distinction between the “naturally” Deaf children who result from 
heterosexual relationships and the “unnaturally,” and therefore inappropriately, Deaf 
children who result from queer relationships. We are left to wonder how this commu-
nity member would view the choice by an infertile heterosexual Deaf couple to use a 
Deaf sperm donor, whether that choice would be deemed more natural and therefore 
acceptable.28 Her comments lead me to believe that she would, like Winterson, find less 
fault with the imagined heterosexual couple than with the real homosexual one: either 
deafness or homosexuality in isolation would be permissible, but the combination is 
too abnormal, too disruptive, too queer, even for some gays and lesbians and people 
with disabilities.

These kinds of responses to the use of assisted insemination by Deaf queers sup-
port Sarah Franklin’s argument that, while reproductive technology “might have been 
(or is to a limited extent) a disruption of the so-called ‘natural’ basis for the nuclear 
family and heterosexual marriage, [it] has instead provided the occasion for recon-
solidating them.”29 With few exceptions, Franklin explains, the state has taken little 
action to guarantee queers and/or single parents equal access to assisted reproductive 
technologies, and prominent people in the field of reproductive medicine have been 
outspoken in their belief that these technologies should not be available to same-sex 
couples or single parents.30 As sociologist Laura Mamo points out, “[A]ccess to repro-
ductive technologies in the United States is from the outset a class-based and sexual-
ity-based phenomenon, and the institutional organization of these services enacts the 
reproduction of class and sexuality hierarchies by assuring the survival and ongoing 
proportionality of middle-class (usually white) heterosexual families.”31

Mamo details the ways in which lesbians and (single heterosexual women) are dis-
advantaged within the medical system. Insurance policies, for example, require a diag-
nosis of infertility before they agree to cover assistive technologies, yet such a diagnosis 
is difficult to make in the absence of heterosexual sex. Many lesbians want to use sperm 
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donated by a friend or family member, yet some clinics forbid the use of sperm from a 
known donor unless the woman is married to the donor.32 Dorothy Roberts and Eliza-
beth Weil note that many fertility clinics require proof of a “stable” marriage before 
initiating treatment, an open-ended requirement that has been used to block the treat-
ment of queers, women of color, and poor people. California prohibits discriminating 
against queers in fertility treatments, but, as Elizabeth Weil argues, such discrimina-
tion can hide under other names. Guadalupe Benitez lost her case against the North 
Coast Women’s Care Medical Group when they argued that they had refused to treat 
her not because she was a lesbian but because she was unmarried; in an earlier case, 
which the clinic lost, Benitez was able to prove that treatment had stopped because of 
her status as a lesbian.33 Assisted insemination may make it easier for queers to bear 
children, thereby “unsettling the conflation of reproduction with heterosexuality,” but 
heterocentric/homophobic attitudes may prevent, or at least hinder, their use of this 
technology.34

Dorothy Roberts notes that racism also plays a role in access to assisted reproduc-
tive technologies, as doctors are far less likely to recommend fertility treatments for 
black women than for whites.35 Although clinics cannot legally discriminate against 
potential patients on the basis of race, they can neglect to inform people of color about 
all possible treatments.36 Ableist attitudes pose similar barriers to disabled people’s use 
of assisted reproductive technologies. Many disabled women report being discouraged 
by their doctors and families from having children, a fact that suggests that they might 
not receive all the fertility assistance they need.37 The policing of these technologies 
serves to reinforce the dominant vision of a world without impairment and to perpetu-
ate the stigmatization of the queer, disabled, nonwhite body.

The case of Kijuana Chambers deserves attention here, as her experience with 
a Colorado fertility clinic illustrates the kind of policing reconsolidation to which 
Franklin refers. In 1999, Chambers went to the Rocky Mountain Women’s Health 
Care Center (RMWHCC) for assisted insemination. After three cycles of treatment, 
the clinic informed Chambers that they could no longer work with her because they 
had “concern[s] about her ability to safely care for a child.” Chambers is blind, and 
the clinic believed that her blindness posed a direct threat to the welfare of any future 
child.38 Until she could provide an assessment from an occupational therapist attesting 
to her ability to raise a child, the clinic would no longer treat her. Chambers sued the 
RMWHCC under the Americans with Disabilities Act and Section 504 of the Reha-
bilitation Act, claiming that the clinic illegally discriminated against her on the basis 
of her disability. Sighted women, her supporters noted, were not required to provide 
documentation of their ability to childproof their homes or raise their children. In 
November 2003, a US District Court jury in Denver found in favor of the defendants, 
deciding that the clinic behaved appropriately in questioning Chambers’s fitness. The 
US Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals decided in the summer of 2005 not to rehear her 
case, letting the lower court’s decision stand.
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Chambers’s race (African American) and her sexual orientation (lesbian) may 
well have factored into the clinic’s decision, but the clinic’s spokespeople and legal 
staff, and the media, have focused primarily on Chambers’s status as a single disabled 
woman. An article in the Denver Post, for example, makes no mention of Chambers’s 
race or sexual orientation, and other news reports on the case followed suit. Given the 
long history of disability being seen as more medical than political in this country, the 
exclusive focus on Chambers’s blindness guaranteed that this case would be under-
stood by the public as a matter of common sense and child protection rather than 
discrimination. This is not to suggest that race played no role in Chambers’s treatment; 
during the hearing, she was portrayed in almost animalistic terms, with witnesses 
testifying to her dirty underwear, disheveled appearance, and emotional outbursts, 
claims that at least implicitly drew on histories of racist claims about Africans’ and 
African Americans’ allegedly primitive and uncivilized nature. (Contrast this por-
trayal with the depiction of Duchesneau and McCullough, white, middle-class, profes-
sional women, as “selfish.” The condemnation of these women varied dramatically by 
their racialized positions.39) Rather, I want to suggest that discrimination on the basis 
of disability, in this case blindness, is often not seen as discrimination at all, and there-
fore not considered as having a place in the political arena. It is assumed to be self-
evident that blind women cannot parent safely or appropriately, and there is nothing 
discriminatory or political about asking them to prove otherwise to a medical expert 
(as Chambers was required to do).

In her analysis of the case, disability rights activist Laura Hershey argues that the 
clinic drew on

contradictory notions about disability and help. . . . On the one hand, Chambers 
felt confident she could raise a child largely by herself, yet because of her stubborn 
refusal to prove this to anybody, she was denied treatment. On the other hand, if 
Chambers sometimes did ask for assistance—perhaps with finding her clothes in an 
unfamiliar environment, for example [as happened during an appointment at the 
clinic]—this was viewed as reason enough to doubt her competence.40

Chambers challenged the clinic’s assertion that medical professionals were the best 
judges of her ability to raise a child, and she disputed their suggestion that an occu-
pational therapist could provide a more accurate assessment of her assistance needs 
than she herself could. The jury agreed with the clinic’s position, however, that clinic 
staff were justified in requiring “expert” documentation of Chambers’s parenting abili-
ties. Unfortunately, explains Carrie Lucas of the Colorado Cross-Disability Coalition, 
presumptions of incompetence are common for parents and potential parents with 
disabilities: “[T]he public believes we [people with disabilities] must prove ourselves 
before we are allowed to do the things nondisabled people consider their right.”41 The 
Chambers case provides a powerful example of how the use of reproductive technolo-
gies by certain people—such as disabled people, queers, single parents, people of color, 
or, as in this case, a disabled queer single parent of color—is patrolled and restricted, 
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with “nontraditional” users brought under strict surveillance. This surveillance is cast, 
then, not as a political decision, or a potentially discriminatory one, but as an obvi-
ously necessary step toward a better life.

None of the articles tracing the reproductive choices of Sharon Duchesneau and 
Colleen McCullough questioned the assumption that a future without disability and 
deafness is superior to one with them. As in Piercy’s fictional debate between the Mix-
ers and the Shapers, no one recognized the screening out of deaf sperm donors as a 
political decision; indeed, it was not recognized as a decision at all because no other 
possibility was even conceivable. The vast majority of public reactions to these wom-
en’s choices tell a story about the appropriate place of disability/deafness in the future; 
it is assumed that everyone, both hearing and Deaf, disabled and nondisabled, will and 
should prefer a nondisabled, hearing child. Thus the future allegedly invoked by the 
couple’s actions is dangerous because it advocates an improper use of technology; tech-
nology can and should be used only to eliminate disability, not to proliferate it. Such a 
goal is natural, not political, and therefore neither requires nor deserves public debate.

Open to Debate? Disability and Difference in a Feminist Future

This idea that disability is best conceptualized as a problem to be eradicated brings us 
back to how Marge Piercy addresses disability and other differences in Woman on the 
Edge of Time. In her utopian vision of a future Mattapoisett, diversity is highly valued, 
with the village’s inhabitants rejecting the idea of a “thin gruel” in which everyone is 
the same. I want to suggest, however, that the community is actually founded on an 
erasure of difference. Sexism is rooted out not through the passing of antidiscrimina-
tion laws or a changing of attitudes but by erasing reproductive differences, rendering 
both sexes able to breast-feed and neither able to give birth. Similarly with racism: 
Mattapoisett uses the brooder to mix races together; different skin tones may result, 
but the practice is founded on the idea that racism can never be eliminated until every-
one is, essentially, the same. Piercy removes the stigma of mental disability but only on 
the grounds that those who are unwell voluntarily remove themselves from the com-
munity, dropping out of society until they are back to “normal.” Other disabilities she 
eliminates entirely from her vision of the future. In Piercy’s utopia the problem is not 
ableism, the problem is disability itself, and it can best be solved by segregating people 
with mental illnesses and eradicating “defective” genes from the brooder. Moreover, 
this elimination of disability can take place without debate or discussion; the whole 
community apparently supports it. In Mattapoisett the problem of disability is best 
solved through its eradication, segregation, and erasure.

As illustrated by Woman on the Edge of Time, and as manifested in the furor sur-
rounding McCullough and Duchesneau’s reproductive choices, disability is often seen 
as a difference that has no place in the future. Disability is a problem that must be 
eliminated, a hindrance to one’s future opportunities, a drag on one’s quality of life. 
Speaking directly about the Duchesneau and McCullough case, bioethicist Alta Charo 
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argues, “The question is whether the parents have violated the sacred duty of parent-
hood, which is to maximize to some reasonable degree the advantages available to 
their children. I’m loath to say it, but I think it’s a shame to set limits on a child’s 
potential.”42 Similar claims are made in opposition to same-sex parenting; critics argue 
that children raised in queer households will have a lower quality of life than children 
raised in heterosexual ones.43 However, in both of these situations, it is assumed not 
only that disability and queerness inherently and irreversibly lower one’s quality of 
life but also that there is only one possible understanding of “quality of life” and that 
everyone knows what “it” is without discussion or elaboration.

In The Trouble with Normal, Michael Warner condemns the use of “quality of life” 
rhetoric, arguing that this terminology masks dissent by taking for granted the kinds 
of experiences the term includes. Although he is challenging the use of “quality of life” 
arguments in public debates about pornography and public sex, Warner’s argument 
resonates with cultural constructions of disability, as becomes clear when we substi-
tute “disability” for “porn”:

The rhetoric of “quality of life” tries to isolate [disability] from political culture by 
pretending that there are no differences of value or opinion in it, that it therefore 
does not belong in the public sphere of critical exchange and opinion formation. 
When [people] speak of quality of life, [they] never acknowledge that different peo-
ple might want different qualities in their lives, let alone that [disability] might be 
one of them.44

Susan Wendell suggests that living with disability or illness “creates valuable ways of 
being that give valuable perspectives on life and the world,” ways of being that would 
be lost through the elimination of illness and disability.45 She notes, for example, that 
adults who require assistance in the activities of daily life, such as eating, bathing, 
toileting, and dressing, have opportunities to think through cultural ideals of inde-
pendence and self-sufficiency; these experiences can potentially lead to productive 
insights about intimacy, relationship, and interdependence. “If one looks at disabilities 
as forms of difference and takes seriously the possibility that they may be valuable,” 
argues Wendell,

it becomes obvious that people with disabilities have experiences, by virtue of their 
disabilities, which non-disabled people do not have, and which are [or can be] 
sources of knowledge that is not directly accessible to non-disabled people. Some 
of this knowledge, for example, how to live with a suffering body, would be of enor-
mous practical help to most people. . . . Much of it would enrich and expand our 
culture, and some of it has the potential to change our thinking and our ways of life 
profoundly.46

To eliminate disability is to eliminate the possibility of discovering alternative ways 
of being in the world, to foreclose the possibility of recognizing and valuing our 
interdependence.
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To be clear, no policy decisions have been made as to which “defects” should be 
eliminated or about what constitutes a “defective” gene; with few exceptions, assisted 
reproductive technology remains largely unregulated in the United States. But the pro-
liferation of prenatal testing and the increasing availability of pre-implantation genetic 
diagnosis certainly send a message about the proper and expected approach to dis-
ability. Public discussions of these technologies have lagged far behind their use and 
development, and they rarely include the perspectives of disabled people. As H-Dirk-
sen L. Bauman argues, “Presumptions about the horrors of deafness are usually made 
by those not living Deaf lives.”47 The Prenatally and Postnatally Diagnosed Conditions 
Awareness Act (2008) is a step in the right direction, mandating that women receive 
comprehensive information about disability prior to making decisions about their 
pregnancies, but it remains unclear how well this policy will be funded or enforced. 
Moreover, as the debate surrounding Duchesneau and McCullough’s reproductive 
choices makes clear, selecting for disability remains a highly controversial position, 
and hypothetical disabled children continue to be used to justify genetic research and 
selective abortion. “Curing” and eliminating disability—whether through stem cell 
research or selective abortion—is almost always presented as a universally valued goal 
about which there can, and should, be no disagreement.

I want to suggest that stories of Deaf lesbians intentionally striving for Deaf babies 
be read as counternarratives to mainstream stories about the necessity of a cure for 
deafness and disability, about the dangers of nonnormative queer parents having chil-
dren. Their stories challenge the feasibility of technological promises of an “amaz-
ing future” in which impairment is cured through genetic and medical intervention, 
thereby resisting a compulsory able-bodied/able-minded heterosexuality that insists 
upon normal minds/bodies. It is precisely this challenge that has animated the hos-
tile responses these families have received. Their choice to choose deafness suggests 
that reproductive technology can be used as more than a means to screen out alleged 
defects, that disability cannot ever fully disappear, that not everyone craves an able-
bodied/able-minded future, that there might be a place for bodies with limited, odd, 
or queer movements and orientations, and that disability and queerness can indeed be 
desirable both in the future as well as now.

The story of the Deaf lesbians, Candace McCullough and Sharon Duchesneau, 
is only one among many. An ever-increasing number of memoirs, essays, and poems 
about life with a disability, as well as theoretical analyses of disability and able-bod-
iedness, tell other stories about disability, providing alternatives to the narratives of 
eradication and cure offered by Marge Piercy in Woman on the Edge of Time. There 
are stories of people embracing their bodies, proudly proclaiming disability as sexy, 
powerful, and worthy; tales of disabled parents and parents with disabled children 
refusing to accept that a bright future for our children precludes disability and assert-
ing the right to bear and keep children with disabilities; and narratives of families 
refusing to accept the normalization of their bodies through surgical interventions 
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and the normalization of their desires through heterocentric laws and homophobic 
condemnations. These stories deserve telling, and the issues they raise demand debate 
and dissent.

It is not that these tales are any less partial or contested than the others in pub-
lic circulation; they, too, can be used to serve multiple and contradictory positions. 
Indeed, Lennard Davis argues that we need to question whether these kinds of repro-
ductive decisions—choosing deafness and disability—are “radical ways of fighting 
against oppression” or “technological fixes in the service of a conservative, essentialist 
agenda.”48 I would only add that the two are not mutually exclusive; the same choice 
can serve both agendas. Just as selecting for girls can be as problematic as selecting 
for boys, with both choices potentially reliant on narrow gender norms and expecta-
tions, selecting for disability has the potential to reify categories of able-bodiedness as 
much as deselecting disability does.49 What is needed then are examinations of how 
particular choices function in particular contexts; what does it mean for lesbian par-
ents to choose deafness in this context, or a single mother to refuse to terminate a 
pregnancy after receiving a Down diagnosis in that context? Such explorations are 
impossible as long as selecting for disability remains largely inconceivable, as long as 
we all assume—or are assumed to assume—that disability cannot belong in feminist 
visions of the future and that its absence merits no debate.
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