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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  · 1 ·· INTRODUCTION · Anxiety, Democracy, and Disability In November 2008, I attended my first self-advocacy meeting for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Held in the banquet room of a buffet restaurant, I expected to find self-advocates telling stories of institutional abuse and demanding political rights. Instead , I found nondisabled staff members and advisers orchestrating a meetingthatmainlyconsistedoftakingtherollandreadinglastmonth’s minutes. When people with intellectual and developmental disabilities actually participated in the meeting, they often parroted lines told to them by staff. If they managed to raise an objection, nondisabled advisers and staff easily shut them down. In general, people with intellectual and developmental disabilities seemed more interested in eating dinner after the meeting than in any form of political consciousness-raising. During dinner, I found myself engaged in conversation with a man sitting diagonally across from me. Charles,1 an older black man, wore a darkblueparkatheentireevening .Hisspeechwasdifficulttounderstand—both soft-spoken and slurred—and so I often asked him to repeat himself, trying to avoid nodding along to stories that I pretended to hear. But I sensed that my constant interruptions frustrated him, and eventually our conversation became less documented by words and more occupied with smilingateachother ,smilingatourfood,andthensmilingbackateachother.2 He boasted about how much he had eaten (pointing to three plates of food, each plate now stacked on top of another) and how much Coke he had drunk (pointing at each empty glass: “One . . . two . . . three . . . four”). With a broad smile and his hands patting his stomach, I assumed Charles was reflecting on a good meal, despite the overall blandness of the buffet. “One time,” he began, and then related a story about how much he enjoyed sleeping and about a particular day when he was so tired he did not want to get out of bed. I waited for the story’s climax, but after a while, I realized that his story was, somehow, complete. 2 INTRODUCTION The conversation puzzled me and, in many ways, epitomized my general discontent with the entire evening. Where was the political agency I expected to find? I had formed my high expectations based on national disability rights conferences, where leaders of the self-advocacy movement articulated a political mission centered on enhancing political agency. But the people with intellectual and developmental disabilities at this meeting seemed more interested in eating dinner than changingkeyelementsintheirlives.Allofthemresidedingrouphomes— the same kind of setting the larger self-advocacy movement has attacked for isolating people with disabilities from the broader community. And why was this man boasting to me about drinking four glasses of Coke? My inability to see how this meeting fostered political agency left me disappointed for the legitimacy of self-advocacy. Even more distressing to me, however, was my own anxiety. My evening at the buffet dinner marked the first time I had been in close contact with so many adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities . I had presumed that my integration into these settings would be relatively simple. Indeed, I had assumed that my experience as an older sibling to my brother with autism had somehow made me conversant with all kinds of people with intellectual and developmental disabilities . Entirely nonverbal, often aggressive, and detached from many behavioral norms, my brother had familiarized me with profound disability .3 I assumed this familiarity could easily travel, as if it had made me a kind of cosmopolitan of cognitive difference. I was wrong. In addition to being anxious about my engagement with Charles, I was self-conscious of how my engagement looked to others around me. Beside me, and directly across from Charles, sat a young black woman. Her unidentified ability status troubled me. Was she a staff member or a self-advocate with an intellectual disability? If she was nondisabled, I worried that she would find my pretense of understanding Charles especially distasteful, worn as it was on my outsider white self, sent from the nearby private university to collect observations. The fact that her ambivalent status troubled me troubled me even more, as my anxiety swirled in a muddled entanglement of disability, race, class, gender, sex, and privilege. My need to discern disability—and its accompanying anxiety—seldom abated as I repeatedly found myself engaging with people whose disability status was ambiguous. [44.211.22.147] Project MUSE (2024-03-13 08:43 GMT) INTRODUCTION 3 For disability studies scholars, my anxiety stems from a larger ableist culture that privileges a fictive ideal of health, stability, and strength amid the bodily realities of vulnerability, decay... 
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