
jina b. kim

care at the end of the world

dreaming of infrastructure 
       in crip-of-color writing



care at the end of the world

https://www.dukeupress.edu/care-at-the-end-of-the-world?utm_source=intro&utm_medium=title%20page&utm_campaign=pdf-intros-feb25


care at the end of the world

d r e a m i n g o f i n f r a st r u c t u r e i n  c r i p- o f- c o lo r w r i t i n g

jina b. kim

duke university press  • ​ Durham and London  • ​ 2025



​© 2025 Duke University Press

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper ∞

Designed by Dave Rainey

Typeset in Arno Pro by Westchester Publishing Services

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Kim, Jina B. author
Title: Care at the end of the world : dreaming of infrastructure in crip-of-color 
writing / Jina B. Kim.
Description: Durham : Duke University Press, 2025. | Includes bibliographical 
references and index.
Identifiers: lccn 2024033256 (print)
lccn 2024033257 (ebook)
isbn 9781478031710 paperback
isbn 9781478028482 hardcover
isbn 9781478060697 ebook
Subjects: lcsh: People with disabilities—Care | Sociology of disability | People 
with disabilities in literature | American literature—African American authors—
History and criticism | American literature—Women authors—History and 
criticism | Queer theory
Classification: lcc hv1568 .k56 2025 (print) | lcc hv1568 (ebook) |  
ddc 362.4—dc23/eng/20250122
lc record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024033256
lc ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024033257

Cover art by Tommi Parrish

Publication of this book is supported by Duke University Press’s  

Scholars of Color First Book Fund.



​TO LAUREN, WHO TAUGHT ME HOW TO DREAM



Contents

ix	 Acknowledgments

1	 	 INTRODUCTION: Dreaming of Infrastructure

27	 1	 CRIPPING THE WELFARE QUEEN
Disability and Infrastructural Violence in Sapphire’s Push 
and Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones

59	 2	 REFUSE WORK
Samuel Delany’s Crip-Queer Ethics and Erotics of Waste 
Management

92	 3	 LINES OF TRANSIT, MIGRATION, MOBILITY
Cripping the Freeway Fictions of Karen Tei Yamashita and 
Octavia E. Butler

129	 4	 CARE AT THE END OF THE WORLD
Health/Care Infrastructure and Disability Justice Life-Writing

157		  EPILOGUE: The Mourning After

165 Notes
187 Bibliography
203 Index



Acknowledgments

​my honeyed kin

honeyed light

beneath the sky

—Cameron Awkward-Rich, “Cento between the Ending and the End”

Somehow, the word acknowledgment doesn’t feel like enough. When I consider 
all that made this book and my life possible, I think, “At the end of the world, let 
there be you” (from Danez Smith, “acknowledgments”).1 I look at my cat, Edie, 
curled up on my desk by the window, where she has kept me company since 
I began this project in 2013. I thumb through the book Dirt and Desire: Recon-
structing Southern Women’s Writing , 1930–1990, written by my first dissertation 
chair, Patsy Yaeger. Her words made me realize that scholarship could be beau-
tiful. I reflect on my deep attachments to all the places that held this work, and 
me, as I wrote it: Georgia, Michigan, and now, Western Massachusetts. And in 
my mind’s eye, I see my best friend Lauren, who is the home I return to always.

Care at the End of the World has benefited, too, from the support of many indi-
viduals, scholarly networks, institutions, and organizations. The Career Enhance-
ment Fellowship from the Institute for Citizens and Scholars provided me with 
the financial support necessary to complete this project. Brown University’s Cen-
ter for the Study of Race and Ethnicity in America gave me invaluable commu-
nity and scholarly feedback during the depths of covid lockdown. I am grateful 
for the resources and financial support provided by my home institution, Smith 
College, via the Picker Fellowship and the Provost’s Office. Following graduate 
school, the Consortium for Faculty Diversity postdoctoral fellowship gave me 
necessary time and space to further grow my work. Thank you to Social Text and 
Multi-Ethnic Literatures of the United States for publishing versions of what would 
become chapters 1 and 3. My endless gratitude goes to my devoted editor, Eliza-
beth Ault, who lovingly guided this project from beginning to end, and who also 



x  •   Acknowledgments

managed to make the process fun. A genuine thanks, also, to Benjamin Kossak, 
James Moore, and all the hardworking people at Duke University Press.

I want to extend my gratitude to the many interlocutors who provided in-
valuable commentary on this project at different stages. Thank you to my Insti-
tute for Citizens and Scholars fellowship mentor, Grace Kyungwon Hong, for 
carefully reading all of my chapters, buoying me with confidence, and providing 
vital feedback. This project is better because of her. Thank you to my develop-
mental editor, Craig Willse, whose incredible insights helped me wrangle the 
project into shape. My appreciation goes out to my wonderful research assis-
tant, Lily Sendroff, who provided invaluable help with citations. Deep gratitude 
to everyone who attended my Center for the Study of Race and Ethnicity in 
America chapter workshop: Leon Hilton, Stéphanie Larrieux, Kevin Quashie, 
Tricia Rose, Britt Rusert, and my fellow fellows. Thank you to the Alliance to 
Advance Liberal Arts Colleges gathering on queer- and trans-of-color critique 
for nourishing my spirit, and all the lovely comrades who organized and par-
ticipated: Jih-Fei Cheng, Treva Ellison, Freda Fair, Paolo Flores Chico, Vivian 
Huang, Ren-yo Hwang, Elías Elena Krell, Rushaan Kumar, Ianna Hawkins 
Owen, Dora Silva Santana, Kyla Wazana Tompkins, Nishant Upadhyay, and 
Anna Martine Whitehead. Thank you to all of my writing group companions 
in the struggle: Sony Corañez Bolton, Verushka Gray, Ren-yo Hwang, Kei Kai-
mana, Dori Midnight (who called me a pomodoro top, a name that I cherish), 
Caitlin Pollock, and Stephanie Rosen. Thank you to the Midwest feminist dis-
ability studies summer retreats that allowed me to write prolifically, be on the 
beach, and have quality time with friends Juliann Anesi, Ally Day, Lezlie Frye, 
Akemi Nishida, Sami Schalk, and Jesse Waggoner. Going even further back in 
time, thank you to my beloved Writing for Publication classmates at the Univer-
sity of Michigan, who are also some of my dearest friends—Cass Adair and Tif-
fany Ball. Expertly taught by the one and only Sidonie Smith, that class planted 
the seeds of ideas that would, ten years later, grow into this book.

I cherish the many conference spaces, panels, lectures, symposia, and collo-
quia where I was able to share and further nourish this work. Thank you to friends 
and conference audiences at the Society for Disability Studies, the National 
Women’s Studies Association, the American Studies Association, the Association 
for Asian American Studies, and the Modern Language Association. Your inter-
est in my ideas gave me encouragement at crucial moments and helped me feel 
like I wasn’t writing into a giant void. My genuine gratitude to everyone who in-



Acknowledgments  •   xi

vited me to share this work with audiences at University of Wisconsin–Madison, 
St. Mary’s College of Maryland, Hampshire College, University of Massachusetts 
Amherst, Barnard Center for Research on Women, Brown University, Cal State 
Long Beach, University of Utah, the Center for lgbtq Studies at cuny Graduate 
Center, University of Colorado Boulder, University of Minnesota, Tufts Univer-
sity, Northwestern University, and the bell hooks Center at Berea College.

This project began during my graduate work at the University of Michigan–
Ann Arbor, where I was blessed to have a vibrant network of mentors. Sidonie 
Smith is a model of ethical and loving feminist mentorship, and she gave me 
crucial guidance during an uncertain and painful time. Although my time in 
graduate school was marked by the untimely passing of Patsy Yaeger, my first 
dissertation chair, I have nonetheless been shaped by her words, kindness, 
and unorthodox ways. My sincere appreciation also goes out to Petra Kuppers, 
who lovingly folded me into disability culture and studies at the University of 
Michigan, and who continues to champion my work to this day. Thank you to 
Michael Awkward, Amy Sara Carroll, Maria Cotera, Matthew Countryman, 
Dean Hubbs, Victor Mendoza, Scotti Parrish, Tobin Siebers, and Ruby Tapia 
for sharing your knowledge and time with me. Before graduate school, there 
was Agnes Scott College, and I want to give heartfelt appreciation to my early 
mentors during my years in Atlanta and Decatur: Anne Beidler, Christine Coz-
zens, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, and Willie Tolliver. One of my early men-
tors, Cindy Wu, gives me necessary guidance to this day and remains my model 
for ethical and honest engagement in this profession.

After leaving Michigan, I was lucky enough to land in the Five College Con-
sortium. I first came to the Valley through a Consortium for Faculty Diversity 
postdoctoral fellowship at Mount Holyoke College in the Program for Critical 
Social Thought (now the Department of Critical Race and Political Economy). 
I have endless appreciation for my time with my Mount Holyoke colleagues: 
Nigel Alderman, Jonathan Ashby, Kimberly Juanita Brown, David Hernandez, 
Andrea Lawlor, Ana Soltero Lopez, Jacquelyne Luce, Amy Rodgers, Vanessa 
Rosa, Kate Singer, and Wesley Yu. I want to extend a special thanks to Iyko Day, 
who brought me to the Valley and offered invaluable mentorship.

Smith College has been the ideal place to teach, research, and write about 
feminist and queer literary studies. Thank you to my colleagues in the Program 
for the Study of Women, Gender, and Sexuality: Kelly Anderson, Lisa Arm-
strong, Carrie Baker, Payal Banerjee, Ginetta Candelario, Jennifer DeClue, 



xii  •   Acknowledgments

Ana Del Conde, Randi Garcia, Ambreen Hai, Vange Heiliger, Efadul Huq, 
Mehammed Mack, Andrea Moore, Liz Pryor, Loretta Ross, and Traci-Ann Wint. 
Thank you to my colleagues in the English department: Nancy Bradbury, Floyd 
Cheung, Arda Collins, Craig Davis, Michael Gorra, Tess Grogan, Lily Gurton-
Wachter, Ambreen Hai, Yona Harvey, Gillian Kendall, Sara London, Art Middle-
ton, Naomi Miller, Richard Millington, Ruth Ozeki, Melissa Parrish, Doug Patey, 
Cornelia Pearsall, Torlief Persson, Andrea Stone, and Michael Thurston. Outside 
of my departments, I am grateful to Jen Blackburn, Alex Callender, Anaiis Cisco, 
Matt Donovan, Susanna Ferguson, Matthew Ghazarian, Amanda Golden, Jenni-
fer Guglielmo, Michelle Joffroy, Becca Keyel, Daphne Lamothe, Jen Malkowski, 
Christen Mucher, Anna Mwaba, Sara Newland, Sam Ng, Erin Pineda, Javier 
Puente, Laura Rauscher, Meridith Richter, Heather Rosenfeld, Kevin Rozario, EJ 
Seibert, and Jeanette Wintjen. Thank you to Lorraine Hedger and Jen Roberts 
for being incredible program administrators and assisting me in bringing visitors 
to campus. My endless appreciation goes out to my brilliant students across the 
Five Colleges who have taught me so much. Outside of Smith, I’d like to extend 
my gratitude to Samuel Ace, Kiran Asher, Cameron Awkward-Rich, Laura Briggs, 
Michelle Hardesty, Moon-kie Jung, Miliann Kang, Katrina Karkazis, Susana Loza, 
Asha Nadkarni, Sonny Nordmarken, Pooja Rangan, Jordy Rosenberg, Sarah 
Stefana Smith, Angie Willey, and Caroline Yang. Even though rural New England 
can be a cold (and flavor-free) place to be, you make life here feel possible.

My favorite part of this profession is getting to hang out, gossip, and make 
meaningful connections with fabulous scholars in feminist, queer, ethnic, 
disability, and literary studies. Thank you to the donut shops, karaoke bars, bal-
conies, patios, hotel lobbies, and dance floors that facilitated and held our com-
munion. Thank you, also, to the many virtual spaces that enabled safe gathering 
in the wake of covid. Though I will inevitably (and not out of malice) forget 
some names, here are at least some of my beloved scholarly comrades and inter-
locutors: Aren Aizura, Juliann Anesi, Daphna Atias, Aimee Bahng, Rabia Belt, 
Liat Ben-Moshe, Lydia X. Z. Brown, Pam Butler, Karisa Butler-Wall, Umayyah 
Cable, Maria Elena Cepeda, Mel Chen, Brian Chung, Eli Clare, Jessica Cowing, 
Theodora Danyelevich, Ally Day, Jimmy Draper, Treva Ellison, Chris Eng, 
Nirmala Erevelles, Paul Farber, Laura Fugikawa, Jack Gieseking, David Green Jr., 
Alexis Pauline Gumbs, Eva Hageman, Aimi Hamraie, Kelsey Henry, Anna Hin-
ton, Ai Binh Ho, Mingwei Huang, Emily Hue, Shereen Inayatulla, Douglas 
Ishii, Lisa Jong, Alison Kafer, Ronak Kapadia, Jenny Kelly, Tala Khanmalek, 



Acknowledgments  •   xiii

Kareem Khubchandani, Mimi Khúc, Anthony Kim, Amy King, Josh Kupetz, 
Jenny Kwak, Marisol LeBròn, Summer Kim Lee, Katie Lennard, Crystal Yin 
Lie, Joan Lubin, Caleb Luna, M. Shadee Malaklou, Hil Malatino, Anita Man-
nur, Laura Mauldin, James McMaster, Annie Menzel, Angel Miles, Julie Avril 
Minich, Christine Mok, Amber Jamilla Musser, Akemi Nishida, Allison Page, 
Aly Patsavas, Margaret Price, Rachel Afi Quinn, Ivan Ramos, Lavelle Ridley, 
J. T. Roane, Liz Rodrigues, Juana María Rodríguez, Ellen Samuels, Mejdulene 
Shomali, J. Logan Smilges, Alyson Spurgas, Thea Quiray Tagle, Lou Tam, Kyla 
Tompkins, Vivian Truong, Jeanne Vaccaro, Lee Ann Wang, Elizabeth Williams, 
Samuel Yates, Hailee Yoshizaki-Gibbons, and Sunhay You. This constellation of 
names maps my scholarly coordinates, too: feminist disability studies, feminist- 
and queer-of-color critique, and contemporary ethnic American literary stud-
ies. More broadly, this list reflects my shared commitments to the (feminist, 
queer, and crip) radical imagination and all of those who labor in service of it.

Thank you to my network of friends who inhabit both academic and cre-
ative worlds, who operate entirely outside of academia, and who help me keep 
it real. From my time in Atlanta, Ann Arbor, Detroit, Greenfield, New York, 
and Northampton, I want to offer my deepest appreciation to Lisa Adang, 
Sophia Awad, Cameron Awkward-Rich, Ari Banias, Diana Becerra, Britt 
Billmeyer-Finn, Al Bland, Pia Blumenthal, Abbie Boggs, Katie Brewer Ball, 
Leo Cesareo, Franny Choi, Aubrey Longley Cook, Maxe Crandall, Billy Cuddy, 
Jared Dawson, the Flowers and Cunniffe families, Giselle Guillen-Martinez, Na-
tassja Gunasena, Emil Heiple, Andre Keichian, Rachel Keller, Andrew Keller-
Bradshaw, Taylor Zarkades King, Mike Kolassa, Heather Kuhn, Andrew Le-
land, Francis Lo, Jen Lorang, Mateo Medina, Dori Midnight, Elliot Montague, 
Coco Montellano, Beyon Wren Moor, Lex NonScripta, Voula O’Grady, Caitlin 
O’Neill, Tommi Parrish, Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, Mara Poliak, 
Vick Quezada, Dre Rawlings, Annie Ricotta, Shelley Salant, Andrea Schmid, Jae 
Southerland, Erin Stokesbury, Zoe Tuck, Teal Van Dyck, Drew Watts, Rachel 
Weber, Autumn Wetli, Esther Witte, Phoebe Woerner, and Luke Woodward. You 
help me remember that the world is bigger than academia. Thank you for the 
poetry readings, barn dance parties, two-step nights, Aries Ragers, cookbook 
clubs, summer swims, candlepin bowling, reality tv binge sessions, and gossip.

Throughout my journey, there has been a core group of friends who have 
offered me key forms of support, love, and home space. They have witnessed 
all sides of me and, in return, have offered me safety and understanding. I name 



xiv  •   Acknowledgments

this list as both record of friendship and prayer for continued communion: 
Cass Adair, Tiffany Ball, Meghanne Barker, Sony Corañez Bolton, Marie Buck, 
Candice Haddad, Lenny Hanson, Amanda Healy, Leon Hilton, Ren-yo Hwang, 
Kei Kaimana, Jayson Keery, Stephanie Rosen, Sami Schalk, Allie Seekely, Jesse 
Waggoner, Brian Whitener, and Cookie Woolner. I am grateful for all the video 
calls, advice sessions, heart-to-heart talks, guest couches and beds, moving 
help, and pep talks. Y’all are my lifeline.

Thank you to the places, people, and practices that help keep me balanced 
and whole. My therapist and my comedy advice podcasts. My hairstylist, Sheri, 
who understands my love of gossip. The delicious food I eat when I leave Western 
Massachusetts. Controversially, social media. Decorating my house in the style of 
colorful maximalism. Long scenic drives while eating snacks. All my colleagues 
and comrades who fight in service of a liberated Palestine. The first spring flowers.

I am lucky to have family that extends beyond blood or biological relation. 
To the Dolla Club: Rahul Desai, my birthday twin and chosen brother, your 
ability to gently roast me is unmatched. You keep me honest and help me laugh 
at myself. Elizabeth Yates, the college roommate and long-term bestie of my 
dreams, I live for your sweetness, humor, and ability to find a good deal. Nova 
Terata, you’re a gem and a true weirdo, and I always appreciate your hospitality. 
Alec Watts, you’ve been making me cackle for over twenty years. Wendy Sung: 
sometimes, when I doubt my decision to go to grad school, I remember that it’s 
the reason I met you. Thanks for always taking care of the restaurant reservations 
and for being my hungriest friend. With you, I have the most fun. Lezlie Frye, my 
disability comrade and deep soul-friend, I am nourished by your wisdom. You 
are one of the brightest stars in my sky. Britt Rusert, you and Lucy have made 
Western Massachusetts home for me. Here’s to many more years in deep com-
panionship. To Lisa (Hae Ran) Kim, my actual mom, thank you for loving me 
fiercely in the ways you know how. You are my first champion, and the reason I do 
this work. To my cats, Edie and Percy, and my part-time poodle Minnie: you are 
illiterate and therefore don’t judge me for my writing. Thank you for offering love 
and cuddles beyond the human realm. To Ryan Stratton, my partner and l.o.m.l., 
you are the life-giving love that I never thought I could have. Thank you for your 
kindness, patience, and generosity of spirit. You are my safest place to land.

Most of all, thank you to Lauren Macdonald. You taught me that friendship 
doesn’t end with death—our love lives on and imprints on everything I touch. 
This book is my testimony to you.



INTRODUCTION

Dreaming of Infrastructure

What is it like to be stuck, night and day, dreaming of infrastructure?

—Patricia Yaeger, “Introduction: Dreaming of Infrastructure”

I am dreaming like my life depends on it. Because it does.

—Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, “Cripping the Apocalypse”

When my best friend was diagnosed with stage 4 brain cancer in October 2018, 
I found myself consumed by dreaming. More than any romantic partner, she 
was the person to whom I had anchored my life, the one who first modeled 
for me the art of queer-of-color survival. With her diagnosis, I both dreamed 
of and mourned the future we would never share. My dreams contended 
with the lived reality of her illness, too, and with the structures coordinat-
ing her medical care: the waiting room, the rehabilitation hospital, the social 
worker, the insurance labyrinth siphoning her time and energy, her accumu-
lating medical costs. They contended with the troubling dynamic emerging 
between her and her primary caregiver / long-term romantic partner, who in-
creasingly isolated her from other sources of care and support. And my dreams 
contended with her repeated insistence that her cancer made her a burden to 
others and because of this, she should be grateful for any crumb of support 
she received.

I wanted so much more for her. In my grief, I found myself dreaming of 
other, more expansive arrangements of care that would render her less vulnerable 
to social isolation and abuse. I found myself dreaming of a robust and free health-
care system that does not harvest sickness for profit, does not treat sick and dis-
abled people as burdens, and honors the inherent value of disabled lives. I found 
myself dreaming of care networks that would make nourishment and pleasure 
possible even in the midst of her illness. At the end of her life, I found myself 
dreaming of infrastructure.
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I know, however, that as a disabled Korean American woman, this kind 
of dreaming is not allowed. At the very least, it is not expected. As the disabil-
ity justice writer-activist Leah Lakshmi Piepnza-Samarasinha observes, “Sick 
and disabled and neurodivergent folks aren’t supposed to dream, especially 
if we are queer and Black or brown—we’re just supposed to be grateful the 
‘normals’ let us live. But I am the product of some wild disabled Black and 
brown queer revolutionary dreaming, and I am dedicated to dreaming more 
sick and disabled queer brown femme dreams.”1 Other writer-activists in the 
disability justice movement, such as Shayda Kafai and Talila “T. L.” Lewis, have 
similarly affirmed the centrality of dreamwork to projects of radical disability 
liberation.2 These writers situate disability politics within the long tradition of 
freedom dreaming, what Robin D. G. Kelley defines as the imaginative practice 
of “[producing] a vision that enables us to see beyond our immediate ordeals.”3 
This, too, is unexpected, because disability is so often seen as antithetical to 
freedom. In the popular imagination, we are bound: bedbound, housebound, 
wheelchair-bound. This narrative of boundedness further takes hold in many 
revolutionary and ethnic American political imaginaries, which have implicitly 
centered able-bodiedness in their visions of freedom.4 Here, disability is equiva-
lent to dependency, failure, and neediness—something to avoid in the pursuit 
of liberatory futures.

This is a book about the dreamwork that disabled, feminist, and/or queer-
of-color writers do to envision alternate infrastructural arrangements in a world 
and nation that has refused to support us. First and foremost, it asks, how can dis-
ability justice politics and aesthetics provide imaginative blueprints for navigat-
ing contemporary crises of care? While disability has often been cast outside the 
scope of racial justice and political liberation, this book demonstrates how con
temporary ethnic American writers such as Jesmyn Ward, Karen Tei Yamashita, 
Samuel Delany, and Aurora Levins Morales bring disability and dependency to 
the forefront of their literary freedom dreaming. In their writing, freedom does 
not take the shape of the unfettered or (self-)possessive individual, nor does it 
hinge on the achievement of independence. Instead, it emerges from the recu-
peration of dependency, the cultivation of radical interdependency, and the rec-
ognition of the numerous support systems on which survival depends.

This refusal of support has assumed many forms, and I focus here on the 
eviscerated US welfare state, which includes social assistance programs such as 
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Medicaid and Supplemental Security Income (ssi). My anchoring event is the 
passage of the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcili-
ation Act (prwora), a piece of legislation known as major welfare reform. By 
ending the federal entitlement to aid, alongside other significant restrictions, 
prwora weakened an already shoddy support system for assisting low-income 
and/or single mothers, and it did so through the language of family, work ethic, 
and independence. This rhetorical framework persists in the present day: over 
twenty years after Bill Clinton pledged to “end welfare as we know it,” the mythi-
cal threat of state dependents continues to animate the national imagination. 
Organized around figures such as the welfare queen, the undocumented or 
noncitizen immigrant, and the disabled nonworker, this myth conjures up the 
specter of needy populations, implicitly racialized and feminized, draining the 
American public of its hard-earned resources. This narrative crucially has shaped 
not only contemporary US public policy but also, as I argue here, the writing of 
women and queers of color who fought, theorized, and dreamed under the long 
shadow of Reagan.

Looking to feminist disability and feminist-of-color theories of interdepen
dency, Care at the End of the World demonstrates how contemporary ethnic 
American writers recuperate the maligned condition of dependency. They do 
so through their imaginative engagements with civic infrastructure: education, 
sanitation, transportation, and health/care. By drawing readerly attention to 
these networks, such texts emphasize our contingency on human and material 
infrastructures alike—the pipes, wires, roads, and labor networks that coordi-
nate contemporary life yet so often go unnoticed. They thus invite, in the words 
of the performance scholar Shannon Jackson, “an acknowledgment of the 
interdependent systems of support that sustain human beings.”5 For scholars 
of feminist disability studies, interdependency suggests a condition of shared 
dependence, an ecology of contingent relations, in which dependency can be 
understood in terms of its mutualistic, symbiotic properties. Rather than being 
a parasitic relationship abused by certain types of people, here dependency be-
comes legible as a value-free relationship articulated across all subjects and the 
support systems in which they are embedded. Public infrastructure, in my proj
ect’s archive, thus becomes a key figure for articulating a counterdiscourse of 
dependency—one that documents the disabling violence of state neglect while 
foregrounding a public ethics of care.
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By deriving a disability politics and aesthetics of interdependency from the 
supporting operations of literary infrastructures, this book develops what I term 
a crip-of-color critique from the underexamined intersection of antiracist, anti-
capitalist, and feminist disability analysis. In this way, it enables the exploration 
of a “crip affinity,” as disability scholar Lezlie Frye puts it, between disability 
politics and the targeted populations of welfare reform.6 At once a coalitional 
practice, critical methodology, and epistemological project, a crip-of-color 
critique demonstrates how theories and narratives of disability authored by 
women and queers of color can intervene in state-authored myths of resource 
parasitism. Through examining state narratives of stigmatized dependency, the 
crip-of-color framework highlights the centrality of ableism to contemporary 
regimes of austerity and racialized state violence, while simultaneously under-
scoring the function of the state as an instrument of mass disablement.

However, it doesn’t stop there. In addition to naming the ableist ideologies 
key to welfare reform, this book highlights the alternate structures of support 
envisioned by women and queer writers of color in the face of infrastructural 
divestment. In so doing, it centers the “ruptural possibilities,” to borrow Roder-
ick A. Ferguson’s formulation, engendered by minority literary expression that 
enable and call forth other modes of knowing.7 As Lisa Lowe has argued, minor-
ity literary and cultural expression often exists in a dialectical relation to official 
state narratives, insofar as such literatures can register the shape of dominant cul-
ture while simultaneously offering other ways of imagining and inhabiting the 
world. As such, minority literary production functions as “the site of more than 
critical negation of the U.S. nation; it is a site that shifts and marks alternatives 
to the national terrain by occupying other spaces, imagining different narratives 
and critical historiographies, and enacting practices that give rise to new forms 
of subjectivity and new ways of questioning the government of human life by the 
national state.”8 Following Lowe, each of the following chapters examines ethnic 
American literary and cultural engagements with infrastructure: infrastructural 
divestment (chapter 1), sanitation (chapter 2), transportation (chapter 3), and 
health/care (chapter 4). I consider how these infrastructural narratives generate 
new perspectives on and pathways around the punitive logics of public resource 
distribution, which weaponize the charge of dependency to argue that some 
people deserve less than others. Care at the End of the World demonstrates 
how feminist, disabled, and/or queer writers of color, rather than distancing 
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themselves from this charge, craft rival systems of thought that take up 
dependency beyond the singular register of pathology.

This introduction proceeds in five parts. First, I begin by describing the US 
infrastructural landscape against which this book takes shape. Then, I explain the 
concept of infrastructural violence, tethering this term to political economies of 
care work. Shifting to the imaginative work of rupture, the third section offers an 
infrastructural reading of the 1981 anthology This Bridge Called My Back, demon-
strating how the writers in this book refuse existing arrangements of support to 
dream of more and better. Following this, I explain in greater detail the crip-of-
color methodology I develop and employ throughout. I conclude by returning 
to the concept of infrastructural freedom dreaming, a practice that not only 
destigmatizes dependency but also envisions it as a site of aesthetic possibility 
and political transformation.

Infrastructure and the US Welfare State

In examining fictional accounts of infrastructure, Care at the End of the World 
forwards a theory of disability analysis attuned to the networks of resource dis-
tribution and circulation that maximize life chances for some while disabling 
others. Rather than framing the US nation-state as a haven of protection for dis-
abled people, it addresses the debilitating effects of state-sanctioned racialized 
resource deprivation—what I term infrastructural violence—that constitute the 
primary context for the literary dreams examined here. While early disability 
scholarship often aligned itself with the 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ada), crediting the legislation’s passage for the emergence of the field, my em-
phasis on infrastructural violence instead furthers a disability framework that 
decenters the ameliorating function of legislation and policy.

Toward this end, Lezlie Frye and Samuel Bagenstos have pointed out how 
the passage of the ada colluded with the conservative logics of welfare reform, 
insofar as some supporters posed the legislation as vital to weaning disabled 
citizens off public assistance and sending them into the workforce.9 Examining 
the denigration of dependency deployed by white disability rights advocates, 
which served to distance them from implicitly racialized welfare recipients, Frye 
writes that the “lost opportunities for coalition remain glaring.”10 My focus on 
infrastructural violence and welfare reform, then, aims to resuscitate some of 
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these coalitional opportunities, which were set adrift in the late 1980s and early 
1990s. Following scholars like Frye, I ask, how might disability studies shift if 
antiwelfare and austerity policies occupied a focal point of analysis?11

Care at the End of the World therefore builds on disability studies interven-
tions forged by scholars such as Lezlie Frye, Nirmala Erevelles, Jasbir Puar, Akemi 
Nishida, and Liat Ben-Moshe, all of whom forgo the rights-based, individualistic 
accounts of disability favored by first-wave disability scholars in order to high-
light bio/necropolitical accounts of racialized disablement and debilitation.12 My 
theory of disability, then, might be more accurately described as an analytic of 
dis-/enablement, in which I ask, who is supported by infrastructure? Who is dis-
abled by it? And which racialized and gendered subjects, through the exploitation 
of their unseen and unvalued labor, become the living infrastructure for others’ 
fantasies of independence? It is impossible, my book asserts, to understand US 
infrastructure without understanding disability.

In its most literal sense, infrastructure refers to the built networks that enable 
cities and regions to function: the roads, electric wires, sewers, and fiber-optic 
cables that allow for the circulation of people, goods, and ideas. The term also 
refers to public services and institutions, such as schools, hospitals, and wel-
fare offices, which often travel under the term soft infrastructure. Finally, taking 
a cue from AbdouMaliq Simone’s concept of “people as infrastructure,” I also 
use the term to describe the support labor of care, service, and maintenance dis-
proportionately performed by women and people of color, as well as the more 
informal networks that distribute resources in the absence of state assistance.13

By centering support labor in my understanding of infrastructure, my book 
builds on ongoing conversations in feminist-of-color, Marxist feminist, and 
disability justice circles around the often-devalued status of care work. The 
practice of care, or what disability scholar Akemi Nishida defines as “the energy 
and time we spend in intention to contribute to others’ well-being,” opens up 
a complex definitional universe that carries multiple contradictory functions.14 
For disability scholars and activists, care names what we do to ensure the life 
force of our disabled comrades and friends; it is the necessary labor we expend 
to assert the value of disabled lives in a world that insists otherwise. However, 
care has also been the word applied to systems of state control, such as the incar-
ceration of disabled people in psychiatric wards, institutions, and prisons under 
the pretense of protection—a practice and ideology Liat Ben-Moshe terms “car-
ceral ableism.”15 Marxist feminists favor the term social reproduction, described 
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by Tithi Bhattacharya as the “tremendous amount of familial as well as commu-
nitarian work that goes on to sustain and reproduce the worker, or more specifi-
cally, her labor power.”16 Rather than seeing domestic tasks (childcare, cleaning, 
cooking) as a set of practices natural or innate to women, social reproduction 
theory understands such tasks as necessary forms of labor. Social reproduction 
names the work that makes survival—of the worker, of capitalism—possible. It 
also names a site of uneven labor extraction, a means of positioning some as the 
ones who always give support and some as the ones who always take.

The conceptual entanglements of infrastructure and care work came to the 
fore in recent political debates, when the Biden administration released plans 
for a bipartisan infrastructure bill in early 2021.17 This bill included a proposed 
$400 billion for at-home care for the elderly and disabled, which caused Repub-
licans (and some Democrats) to bristle at the thought of including care under 
infrastructure’s semantic umbrella. Others saw the term as a means of validating 
and honoring the labor of support, with Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York 
tweeting, “Paid leave is infrastructure. Child care is infrastructure. Caregiving 
is infrastructure.”18 Rather than attempting to resolve the contradictory nature 
of care work or debating what “counts” as infrastructure, my book takes up all 
of these registers of meaning. It focuses particularly on the relationship between 
literary representations of infrastructure—in its hard, soft, and living formats—
and the US welfare state, which is also at once an infrastructural form.

In their critiques of contemporary antiwelfare policy, many feminist scholars 
have turned to the passage of the 1935 Social Security Act to examine the wel-
fare state’s origins.19 A cornerstone of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Second New 
Deal, this omnibus bill established a social welfare safety net encompassing 
programs such as Aid to Dependent Children (adc), unemployment insur-
ance, and old-age insurance. Zooming outward, it also represented and enacted 
a form of state-managed capitalism in which governments assumed some level 
of social responsibility for populations in need, thereby managing the crisis of 
social reproduction generated by the Great Depression and mass unemploy-
ment. As such, the Social Security Act aimed to provide a system of state as-
sistance for elderly people, people with disabilities, nonworking populations, 
single mothers, and other vulnerable classes.

However, the act came with a set of vital exclusions: occupational groups 
such as agricultural laborers, private domestic workers, and government employ-
ees were barred from accessing benefits. Such exemptions disproportionately 
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impacted working women, Black workers, and other workers of color, thereby 
creating a state support system bifurcated along lines of race and gender. Fur-
ther, as scholars such as Gwendolyn Mink and Dorothy Roberts have argued, 
welfare has historically reinforced the nuclear family form through mechanisms 
of surveillance and control, such as the enforcement of “man-in-the-house” and 
“suitable home” rules for adc recipients.20 Following this, while Care at the End 
of the World condemns welfare reform and its attendant logics of austerity, it also 
recognizes that systems of state care are themselves violent and punishing and 
therefore cannot constitute the horizons of our political imagination.

The adc program, later the central target of 1996 welfare reform, emblema-
tizes the regressive moralism and white supremacy underlying the US welfare 
state. With the program’s creation, mothers’ pensions became policy at the fed-
eral level. However, many states claimed discretion to disperse benefits based 
on standards of moral fitness and suitability, which they assumed Black women 
and other women of color inherently could not meet. Eventually, in part due 
to welfare policy shifts and urban migration, women of color did gain access to 
adc in disproportionate numbers. By the 1950s, the single and/or Black mother 
had become the imagined face of the program, a change in public perception 
aided by increasing political attacks on welfare. Such assaults on welfare access 
were mobilized using the seemingly race-neutral language of dependency, 
which condemned women for their reliance on government rather than a hus-
band. This dependency on state assistance, while once seen as understandable 
for white widowed women, became reframed as a source of familial harm and 
individual pathology when associated with women of color.21

With the emergence of globalization and the exportation of US produc-
tion abroad in the 1970s, the meaning of dependency was made to signify anew.22 
Business and political elites, who now relied less on a domestic workforce, in-
creasingly cast social welfare spending as wasteful and detrimental to economic 
growth, decrying “big government” and the gains of social movements. Further, 
the enforcement of Global North economic development policies on formerly 
colonized nations, such as structural adjustment programs, drove new waves of 
immigration to the United States comprising people who could no longer afford 
to live in their home countries. These migratory classes, figured disproportion-
ately in the national imagination as Mexican/Latinx, were similarly cast as unde-
serving drains on public resources. Meanwhile, in 1974, the creation of a new fed-
eral supplemental security program significantly raised Social Security benefits 
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for elderly, blind, and disabled people, which seemingly intensified the perceived 
distinctions between the deserving (e.g., elderly and disabled) and undeserving 
(e.g., single-mother) poor. However, the emergence of ssi as a disability program 
soon led to controversy, as the program’s critics raised the specter of disability 
fraud.23 The program became the target of many of the same allegations lobbed 
at welfare and its recipients. Noncitizen recipients of ssi were particularly vulner-
able to these accusations, as they were targeted by the pervasive nativist myth that 
immigrants come to the United States to take advantage of its social programs.

Though single-issue identity politics may have partitioned these subjects—
single mothers, working immigrants, and disabled nonworkers—into separate 
categories, the maneuvers of austerity politics linked them under the banner 
of pathological dependency. Following the signing of prwora in 1996, these US 
fictions of dependency helped underpin the large-scale decimation of the wel-
fare state. prwora constituted a multipronged attack on the nation’s perceived 
drains: racialized motherhood and families, poor single mothers, disabled people, 
and immigrants. With prwora, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(afdc), formerly the Aid to Dependent Children (adc), program became Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families (tanf), transitioning from an open-ended 
entitlement program to a block grant replete with time limits and stringent 
work requirements. For children, the parameters for claiming disability and ssi 
tightened. For noncitizen immigrants, access to federal, state, and local public 
services, including ssi and food stamps, was restricted. Finally, to enforce the 
“proper” dependency represented by the nuclear family, the newly minted law 
discouraged single-parent households and children born out of wedlock, de-
claring both that “marriage is the foundation of a successful society” and that 
“out-of-wedlock pregnancy and reduction in out-of-wedlock births are very 
important Government interests.”24

prwora thus marked a watershed moment in the ongoing divestment from 
US welfare and infrastructural support, occupying the epicenter of a constel-
lation of policy shifts spanning the late twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries. Given the immense material and cultural impacts of antidependency dis-
course on the US infrastructural landscape, impacts disproportionately borne 
by multiply marginalized populations, I identify 1996 US welfare reform as my 
periodizing event. prwora perpetuated and worsened the manifold crises of 
care making up the terrain on which this book unfolds, “shortening [welfare] re-
cipients’ lives by nearly six months,” as Felicia Kornbluh and Gwendolyn Mink 
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write.25 It is therefore the anchoring example, though by no means the only 
example, of what I term infrastructural violence.

Infrastructural Violence and Political Economies of Care

While many of the conversations around state-sanctioned violence have fo-
cused rightfully on carceral systems and police brutality, the term infrastructural 
violence aims, in the words of Cathy Cohen, to “expand where we look for vic-
tims of and resisters to state violence”—beyond and in addition to confronta-
tions with police.26 My usage of infrastructural violence offers a variation on Omar 
Jabary Salamanca’s deployment of the term, which he employs to describe Israel’s 
absolute control over Gazan utilities and fuel, capturing the inscription of colo-
nial violence in the “tiniest details of daily life.”27 Drawing from concepts such 
as “organized abandonment” (Gilmore), “administrative violence” (Spade), 
and “debility” (Puar), this book mobilizes infrastructural violence to name the 
dis-/enabling effects of degraded state infrastructures, the US welfare state, and 
pro-austerity policies.28 These effects emerge from the punitive operations of 
welfare administration as well as the manufactured neglect of social programs 
and public institutions: the defunding of school lunches, the militarization of 
public schools in underresourced neighborhoods, right-wing attacks on Med-
icaid, and a profit-driven health/care system.

Yet, far from describing just the debilitating aspects of state neglect, infra-
structural violence also describes the attendant production of enablement for 
highly resourced populations through welfare reform and other forms of safety 
net retraction, which further fortify white supremacy, the heteropatriarchal 
nuclear family, and class stratification. For instance, in chapter  1, I describe 
how Sapphire’s novel Push (1996) and Jesmyn Ward’s novel Salvage the Bones 
(2011) generate forms of infrastructural literacy that foreground the structural 
production of racialized disablement via actively harmful systems of education, 
welfare, and heath/care. These works further link racialized disablement to 
the simultaneous creation of white enablement through exploitative workfare 
programs (Push) and land theft (Salvage). Though literary scholars have often 
emphasized infrastructure’s downright “boring” nature, noting how it often oc-
cupies the background of collective attention, I find that it emerges, again and 
again, as a key site through which women and queer-of-color writers grapple 
with the intensifying resource deprivation of a postwelfare United States.29
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As I note throughout the book, one primary function of infrastructural 
violence is the privatization of care—that is, the ongoing enclosure of resources 
such as healthcare, childcare, housing, education, transit, and food. Such en-
closures wear away at infrastructures of disabled survival while disabling low-
income and racialized people en masse. Indeed, to be disabled is often to be 
hyperaware of existing care systems and the many ways they fall short. It is also 
to be particularly brutalized by these shortcomings. The privatization of care, 
then, constitutes one of the most fundamental elements of disability oppression.

Returning to social reproduction theory, Nancy Fraser places this privatizing 
drive at the heart of contemporary care crises, or what she describes as the in-
creasing inability to perform the work of care in an unforgiving context of both 
reduced state support and eviscerated labor protections. Fraser locates the root 
of such crises in a socially reproductive contradiction inherent to capitalist ac-
cumulation: capitalism depends on socially reproductive labor in order to sustain 
itself, and yet, the increasing pressures generated by capitalist demands deplete 
all reserves available to do the work of social reproduction. In our era of global 
financialized capitalism, those who can afford to outsource care labor do so, thus 
creating a “dualized organization of social reproduction, commodified for those 
who can pay for it, privatized for those who cannot.”30 Transnational and feminist-
of-color scholars including Chandra Mohanty and Evelyn Nakano Glenn have 
demonstrated how this dualized organization fortifies racial and class hierarchies 
across domestic and global scales, and further, how these care crises are unevenly 
distributed across race and class.31 In dualized care arrangements, elite families ex-
tract domestic and support labor from low-income racialized and/or immigrant 
women, depleting their workers’ personal and familial well-being.

Following this, my analyses of infrastructural violence—as both an un-
even system of resource distribution and a figure of literary representation—
foreground the political economies of racial-gendered care work generated 
through policies and practices of safety net divestment. And so, while scholars like 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore highlight the “prison fix” as a key response to “organized 
abandonment,” or what she defines as the purposeful dismantling of the welfare 
state, this book focuses on care crises under racial capitalism as its chief terrain of 
struggle.32 In this way, I offer a crip expansion of feminist- and queer-of-color per-
spectives on historical materialist critique, which have broadly sought to address 
the limitations of Marxist analysis in relation to white supremacy, heteropatri-
archy, heterosexism, and sex work.33
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Roderick Ferguson in particular has identified how Marx’s own naturaliza-
tion of heteropatriarchy—as the proper order of social life—effectively ren-
dered the “heteronormative subject the goal” of both liberal and revolutionary 
projects.34 As a result, these ostensibly antiestablishment projects often con-
spired with the “normative investments of nation-states and capital,” a reproduc-
tion of heteronormative ideals that Ferguson’s queer-of-color framework sought 
to disrupt.35 Akin to queer-of-color critique, the crip-of-color framework argues 
that these “normative investments” are also fundamentally shaped by ableist 
ideas around disability and dependency, in which those deemed too needy of 
care are paradoxically deemed the least deserving of it.

As Julie Avril Minich, James Kyung-Jin Lee, and the Harriet Tubman 
Collective have observed, such ideas have shaped leftist political imaginar-
ies, which at times have defined political work and social change in ways that 
reproduce the capitalist state’s devaluation of care, dependency, and disability.36 
For instance, Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha’s 2018 book Care Work: Dream-
ing Disability Justice has detailed the tendency to elevate certain forms of activ-
ist labor (marches, speeches) over others (emotional support, food preparation, 
organizing and logistics). In response, the crip-of-color framework registers and 
refuses the ableist ideals undergirding the simultaneous retraction of (state) care 
and forcible extraction of care work from racialized and immigrant women. In 
so doing, it denaturalizes the particular calculus of need and support enforced 
by the nation-state and global capitalism and envisions more just distributions 
of caring labor.

Toward this end, Care at the End of the World highlights the support imagi-
naries generated within feminist-, queer-, and crip-of-color literature as vital sites 
through which struggles around care are waged, emphasizing the ideological 
and narrative elements of infrastructural violence. To put it simply, the writers I 
examine offer different stories around care: how we define it, how it works, and 
who works it. Even as disabled, racialized, and feminized people have borne the 
brunt of care crises, we have also, out of necessity, spent ample time reimagin-
ing what care means. In addition to naming an identity and a movement, then, 
disability also names a practice of reinventing care.

Consider, for example, Audre Lorde’s 1988 essay “A Burst of Light: Living 
with Cancer,” which contains the famous quote “Caring for myself is not self-
indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.”37 Writ-
ten after Lorde’s breast cancer had spread to her liver, “A Burst of Light” offers 
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a radical theory of self-care incubated in Black queer feminist disabled expe-
rience, one that refuses the hierarchies of life-value upheld by a racist, profit-
driven healthcare system. In addition to asserting the worth of her own Black 
queer disabled life, Lorde articulates this assertion against the backdrop of the 
Reagan administration, whose evisceration of state care provides key context for 
Lorde’s cancer journaling. In one of the first entries penned after her liver cancer 
diagnosis, dated February 9, 1984, Lorde reflects on the retraction of welfare and 
public housing, positioning these processes adjacent to her own health struggles:

So. No doubt about where we are in the world’s story. It has just cost $32,000 
to complete a government-commissioned study that purports to show there 
is no rampant hunger in the U.S.A. I wonder if they realize rampant means 
aggressive.

So. The starving old women who used to sit in broken-down rooming 
houses waiting for a welfare check now lie under park benches and eat out of 
garbage bins. “I only eat fruit,” she mumbled, rummaging through the refuse 
bin behind Gristede’s supermarket, while her gnarled Black hands carefully 
cut away the rotted parts of a cantaloupe with a plastic Burger King knife.38

Akin to the figures of welfare queen, the noncitizen immigrant, and the dis-
abled nonworker, the ideological arm of infrastructural violence is captured by 
the “government-commissioned study.” It indexes state-authored narratives of 
care that justify routing resources away from Black, elderly, poor, and disabled 
communities—that is, the “starving old women” who cut fruit with “gnarled 
Black hands.” Lorde’s journal entry grants form and urgency to the state’s par
ticular metric of care distribution, highlighting a paradox key to my formula-
tion of infrastructural violence: that systems of state care are brutal, punishing, 
and not enough, and still, their evisceration by the capitalist state is similarly 
brutal, punishing, and not enough.

In response to the narrative weapons of the state, Lorde’s essay engages in 
a crip-of-color practice of redefining and rerouting care work toward alternate 
political ends—that is, toward the (Black, queer, disabled) self and toward the 
communities in which Lorde was embedded. For instance, she begins “A Burst 
of Light” with a sumptuous dinner shared by the Black and brown lesbian group 
Sapphire Sapphos, describing all the dishes one by one: “There was sweet po-
tato pie, rice and red beans, black beans and rice . . . ​spinach noodles with clam 
sauce, five-bean salad, fish salad, and other salads of different combinations.”39 
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Her recollection of this feast, which lingers on each pleasurable detail, models a 
more lateral and collective arrangement of care work, one in which queer Black 
and brown women are the recipients of nourishment rather than the ones always 
coerced to give. Against the meager options offered by the United States, “A Burst 
of Light” dreams of alternate infrastructural arrangements that can honor the 
sacredness of Black, queer, and disabled lives. In the following pages, I further 
outline what these rival arrangements might look like.

 “I Have Dreamed of a Bridge . . .”: Envisioning Rival  
Infrastructures of Care

As decrying “dependency” in the 1970s and 1980s became a viable discursive 
strategy for liberals and conservatives to further privatize care, there emerged an-
other set of fictions in which dependency enabled other ways of knowing, living 
in, and surviving an increasingly hostile world. The 1981 anthology This Bridge 
Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, coedited by Chicana lesbian 
feminists Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, put forth a revolutionary vision 
of interdependency furthered by the infrastructural motif of the bridge. This vi-
sion refused the instrumentalization of women and queers of color as bridges “[to 
be] walked over.”40 In the face of infrastructural violence, it articulated instead a 
vision of reciprocal support for those most targeted by state divestment and ra-
cialized dispossession.

I begin this analysis with Bridge because it both models and presages the 
rival infrastructures of care envisioned by the literary texts in this study. While 
Bridge was published long before the Bay Area activist performance group Sins 
Invalid coined the term disability justice, the anthology’s radical feminist-of-
color platform addressed the interrelations between multiple axes of difference, 
of which disability was unquestionably a part.41 Take, for instance, Moraga and 
Anzaldúa’s articulation of “El Mundo Zurdo,” or “the left-handed world,” inhab-
ited by “the colored, the queer, the poor, the female, the physically challenged.”42 
This vision expressed the necessity of coalitional politics in order to address the 
“many-headed demon of oppression.”43 In the vein of “El Mundo Zurdo,” Care 
at the End of the World continues Bridge’s project of solidarity building across 
categories of difference. One of my central interventions, then, is bridging the 
adjacent intellectual fields of disability studies and feminist-/queer-of-color 
critique through the axis of dependency, demonstrating how they can be—and 
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already have been—in generative dialogue. It is through “blood and spirit con-
nections with these groups,” Moraga and Anzaldua write, that we might “brew 
and forge a revolution.”44

Throughout the anthology, contributors draw on the bridge metaphor to 
describe the exploitation of women and queers of color in single-issue ethnic 
nationalist and feminist movements, which often depended on the unremuner-
ated labor extracted from multiply marginalized members. In the prefatory text 
“The Bridge Poem,” the Black lesbian poet Kate Rushin renounces this role, 
stating, “I’ve had enough / I’m sick of seeing and touching / Both sides of things / 
Sick of being the damn bridge for everybody.”45 Similarly, Audre Lorde’s canoni-
cal “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” anthologized 
in Bridge, foregrounds this support labor and names what it makes possible. In 
this paper, she asks white academic feminists, “What do you do with the fact 
that the women who clean your houses and tend your children while you at-
tend conferences on feminist theory are, for the most part, poor and third world 
women?”46 This characterization of Black and brown women as bridges and sup-
port structures offers a powerful counterpoint to myths like the welfare queen 
and the noncitizen migrant mother, which framed women of color as primary 
symbols of state dependency. Rushin and Lorde suggest that, in fact, so much 
more depends on the disregarded care work of women of color, including but 
not limited to the functioning of political movements and academic institutions.

Rather than serving as bridges toward other ends, the contributors of Bridge 
express the queer desire to redirect the labor of support toward each other. In 
her preface to the 1981 edition, Moraga details this infrastructural vision, writ-
ing, “Literally, for two years now, I have dreamed of a bridge.”47 In her dream, 
women who “contradict each other” come together to form an intimate textual 
coalition. Here, they can “make faith a reality and . . . ​bring all of our selves to 
bear down hard on that reality.”48 Through the metaphor of the bridge, Moraga 
dreams of care, intimacy, and freedom for women and queers of color dur-
ing a time of accelerated resource deprivation. At times, her dream is made 
manifest: she recalls receiving “encouragement and identification” from “five 
Latina sisters” while speaking on a panel about racism in San Francisco.49 Later, 
Moraga and her companions “buy burritos y cerveza from ‘La Cumbre’ and talk 
[their] heads off into the night, crying from the impact of such a reunion.”50 Her 
dream of the bridge thus furthers an understanding of liberation for women 
and queers of color that can emerge only through the mutual, loving practice 
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of support. “For the women in this book,” she writes, “I will lay my body down 
for that vision.”51

Moraga’s infrastructural freedom dreaming, which emphasizes dependency 
between feminist and queer-of-color comrades, further resonates with a feminist 
disability ethos that emphasizes the value of care work as well as the transfor-
mative potential of interdependency. “Interdependency,” writes disability and 
transformative justice activist Mia Mingus, “is both ‘you and I’ and ‘we.’ It is 
solidarity, in the best sense of the word. . . . ​Because the truth is: we need each 
other.”52 As Rosemarie Garland-Thomson and other feminist disability scholars 
have argued, disability presents the self-sufficient, autonomous individual as a 
mere fiction, forcing us to contend with the very real needs of our bodyminds.53 
Rather than denying our embodied and enminded limitations, a feminist disabil-
ity perspective insists we learn to accommodate them, foregrounding the support 
systems that make life more possible. “Our bodies need care,” writes Garland-
Thomson. “We all need assistance to live.”54 Dependency, in this context, is not 
evidence of failure; instead, it names a social bond vital to individual and collec-
tive well-being. Interdependency describes the webs and networks that emerge 
through these bonds, as well as a set of practices that honors bodily limitations 
and vulnerabilities.

Care at the End of the World identifies interdependency as a primary node of 
alignment between disability and feminist-/queer-of-color politics. This work 
continues, too, with essays such as Cathy Cohen’s “Punks, Bulldaggers, and 
Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?,” in which Cohen en-
visions a politics where “one’s relation to power, and not some homogenized 
identity, is privileged in determining one’s political comrades.”55 This book 
takes seriously Grace Kyungwon Hong and Roderick Ferguson’s call, issued 
in the 2011 anthology Strange Affinities, to develop relational, coalitional, and 
cross-categorical analytics that can assess how “particular populations are ren-
dered vulnerable to processes of death and devaluation over and against other 
populations” in the afterlives of the civil rights movement and decolonization.56 
Following this, I foreground the dominant discourse of dependency as a chief 
rhetorical instrument justifying racialized death and disablement following the 
abolition of legal racial discrimination.

By highlighting interdependency as a link between adjacent intellectual 
fields, I draw on a feminist-of-color tradition that privileges not sameness in 
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identity as a basis for political solidarity, but rather a “common context of 
political struggle,” to use Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s oft-cited phrase.57 To 
further elaborate on this potential affinity, I return once again to the work of 
Audre Lorde, who has in the past two decades been reclaimed as a queer disabled 
ancestor by a new generation of scholars and activists.58 In the “Master’s Tools” 
paper, delivered at the Second Sex conference soon after her breast cancer treat-
ment, Lorde prefaces her condemnation of third world labor exploitation with 
a radical theory of interdependence. Critiquing feminist discussions of “nurtur-
ance” that fail to consider “lesbian consciousness” and “the consciousness of third 
world women,” Lorde speaks to the “mutuality between women,” “systems of 
shared support,” and “interdependence” that offer alternate models for nurtur-
ance beyond the reproduction of the white heterosexual nuclear family.59

For Lorde, interdependency constitutes an alternate infrastructure of care 
for those women “forged in the crucibles of difference,” the occupants of El 
Mundo Zurdo.60 She writes, “Interdependency between women is the only way 
to the freedom which allows the ‘I’ to ‘be,’ not in order to be used, but in order 
to be creative.”61 In this passage, interdependence becomes legible as a liberatory 
ideal and practice, one that nourishes lives that were, as Lorde once famously 
wrote, “never meant to survive.”62 As she makes clear, this practice of interde
pendency must not only account for difference (along the lines of race, sexuality, 
ability, and class) but also honor such differences as vital sources of political cre-
ativity and change making. What Lorde terms “the interdependence of mutual 
(non-dominant) differences” is the condition of possibility for “true visions of 
our future,” a vision of unqualified support that “[defines] and [seeks] a world 
in which we can all flourish.”63 Learning how to support and “make common 
cause” with those living “outside the structures” is the primary way to not only 
survive an otherwise unlivable world but also imagine viable ways out of it.64

Paired with her critique of white academic feminists delivered later in the 
paper, in which she underscores the childcare labor performed by “poor and 
third world women” that makes conference participation possible, Lorde furthers 
a theory of interdependency that also takes into account the political economy 
of racial-gendered care work.65 This element feels crucial, as it demands a 
more in-depth analysis of the interdependency concept. At times, in disabil-
ity writing, interdependency can function as a kind of vague utopian cure-all for 
an ableist world, a move that all too often evacuates the power dynamics and 
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fraught histories shaping social relations of care. Or, as Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-
Samarasinha so aptly puts it, “Interdependence Is Not Some Giant Living in the 
Hillside Coming Down to Visit the Townspeople.”66 For Lorde, then, interde
pendency carries multiple meanings—it can describe a web of reciprocal sup-
port between those who exist at the intersection of multiple oppressions, or a 
system of exploitation fueled by the disregarded, devalued care labor of Black 
and brown women, among other possibilities.

Following Lorde, Care at the End of the World considers the question of 
interdependence vis-à-vis political economies of care throughout the chap-
ters, mapping the different ways that women- and queer-of-color writers have 
explored the relationships between care work, state divestment, and freedom 
dreaming. For instance, in chapter 3, I take up Octavia Butler’s novel Parable of 
the Sower (1993) alongside Karen Tei Yamashita’s novel Tropic of Orange (1997) 
in order to delve further into the exploitative version of interdependence, link-
ing it to the dependency myth of the undocumented migrant worker. Chapter 2 
turns to Samuel Delany’s novel Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders (2012) 
to examine a vision of mutual reciprocity, exploring the possibilities of queer 
eroticism that the novel derives from care work. Lorde’s distinction between 
ecologies of interdependence, as well as her recognition of the maintenance 
labor often performed by racialized women, therefore provides a key touch-
stone for this project’s analysis of dependency and support.

While “The Master’s Tools” does not make explicit mention of disability, the 
essay’s politicized focus on care and dependency is nonetheless aligned with a 
feminist disability ethos, demonstrating how disability politics can be present 
even in the absence of straightforward representation. Lorde’s emphasis on the 
racialized divisions and dimensions of care labor further calls to mind recent 
disability justice interventions, such as Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha’s 
Care Work: Dreaming Disability Justice and Akemi Nishida’s Just Care: Messy 
Entanglements of Disability, Dependency, and Desire, both of which contextualize 
disability justice theories of care within longer histories of labor extraction 
from Black, brown, and Indigenous femmes.67 In the following pages, I will 
explain more fully my methodological approach of disability as an analytic 
lens, in which disability functions less as a category of identity—a descriptor 
of what someone is—and more as a reading practice and framework for under-
standing the US landscape of infrastructural violence.
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Crip-of-Color Critique as Methodology

This book models an analytic I term a crip-of-color critique, which considers 
how disability politics and aesthetics can offer useful interventions into anti-
welfare narratives about who deserves care. It examines how the language of 
disability helps enable the ongoing evisceration of public resources, as well 
as the necessity of a radical disability ethos in overturning the operative logics 
of racialized resource deprivation. In this way, I address a seeming contradic-
tion in the role of disability within racial capitalism, in which disability operates 
as both archive and evidence of state-sanctioned violence and a key political 
practice through which we might refuse the continued proliferation of that 
violence. Rather than seeking to resolve this tension, I embrace disability as a 
multivalent site of meaning, one that serves multiple and sometimes opposing 
functions: a testament to the “violence of social/economic conditions of capi-
talism,” a joyful source of freedom dreaming, and finally, a lens for making sense 
of a postwelfare United States.68

Disability scholars such as Carrie Sandahl and Robert McRuer have termed 
this form of analysis cripping, a reading practice analogous to queering that 
“[spins] mainstream representation or practices to reveal able-bodied as-
sumptions and exclusionary effects.”69 To be clear, cripping does not necessi-
tate looking for diagnostic evidence of disability in a text, nor does it prioritize 
the positive representation of identifiably disabled characters. Instead, it uses 
disability as a lens to read across literary and cultural works, through which 
the critic pays attention to how the text engages the “able-bodied assumptions” 
organizing the world. Indeed, cripping can explain how a text furthers a critical 
disability ethos even if no disabled characters are present at all.

Following this, while some of my analyses—the fourth chapter in particular—
center the testimony and embodied experiences of disabled queer people of 
color, other chapters highlight the structuring presence of a disability ethics, 
aesthetics, and politics even as disabled representation and authorship seem to 
be absent. A crip-of-color critique, then, does not privilege a highly specialized 
subject position—the disabled queer person of color. Rather, it names an ana-
lytic for understanding US infrastructural arrangements that disable some while 
enabling others. In so doing, it follows the analytic strategies forged by Cohen in 
“Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens,” in which queerness functions less as 
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a category of identity—naming what someone is—and more as a framework 
for assessing (and condemning) state surveillance, punishment, and control of 
Black women’s sexualities. Not limited in scope to the disabled subject, a crip-
of-color critique similarly foregrounds disability as an organizing principle 
of state investment and abandonment. To return to my earlier assertion, it is 
impossible to understand US infrastructure without understanding disability.

A crip-of-color critique also shows how disability as methodology might fur-
ther expand the scope of disability critique beyond its once single-issue focus, 
as demonstrated by Sami Schalk and Julie Avril Minich in their scholarship.70 
In “Enabling Whom? Critical Disability Studies Now,” Minich explains how a 
disability studies defined by its framework of analysis rather than its objects 
of inquiry would further connect the field to questions of race, power, and re
distribution. For Minich, disability as methodology “involves scrutinizing not 
bodily or mental impairments but the social norms that define particular attri-
butes as impairments” and that disproportionately concentrate disability in 
vulnerable populations.71 “Cripping” welfare reform, then, entails underscoring 
how normative ideologies around dependency, labor, care, and (re-)production 
undergird US regimes of resource austerity.

As a coalitional analytic linking feminist- and queer-of-color thought with 
disability perspectives, a crip-of-color critique attends to the coarticulation of 
systems of domination, recognizing ableism as one vector operating alongside 
and through other matrices of oppression. It thus draws from the theorizing of 
disability justice organizations such as Sins Invalid and activists such as Patricia 
Berne, Stacey Milbern Park, and Talila “T. L.” Lewis, while also recognizing the 
specificity of disability justice as a movement-organizing framework. Patricia 
Berne offers a useful summary in “Disability Justice—a Working Draft,” where 
she writes, “We cannot comprehend ableism without grasping its interrelations 
with heteropatriarchy, white supremacy, colonialism, and capitalism.”72 The 
crip-of-color framework thus envisions an explicitly intersectional disability 
politics attuned to regulatory regimes of power. What’s more, it highlights the 
imaginative and cultural strategies envisioned by writers, activists, and intel-
lectuals of color who refuse these regimes. As the chapters demonstrate, these 
refusals are often articulated in terms of infrastructure—as a representational 
strategy, category of labor, and built environmental network.
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Chapter Overview

In chapter 1, I offer an overview of the US landscape of infrastructural violence 
and the operative logics of welfare reform. Turning to Sapphire’s 1996 novel 
Push and Jesmyn Ward’s 2011 novel Salvage the Bones, I pay particular attention 
to how these novels forge necessary links between welfare reform’s dis-/enabling 
reorganization of public infrastructure and ableist narratives of Black mothering 
that frame so-called welfare queens as parasitic on the collective well-being. The 
welfare queen, I argue, functions as perhaps the definitive disability narrative of 
global financialized capitalism: she is defined as a pathological mother, a cau-
tionary tale of state dependency that enabled the reallocation of public resources 
toward a global elite. Yet, rather than disavowing disability, both novels depict 
young Black mothers grappling with the debilitating context of infrastructural 
divestment, in which the basic support systems for maintaining life—public 
schools, hospitals, housing, social services—have become increasingly com-
promised. As such, both novels enable the elaboration of a critical disability 
politic centered around welfare queen mythology and infrastructural violence, 
one that identifies, contests, and overwrites the punitive aims of public resource 
distribution.

Chapter 2 extends the previous chapter’s analysis of welfare queen mythol
ogy and state narratives of dependency by taking up dependency’s counterpart: 
the American mythology of independence, tied to one’s capacity to perform 
waged labor. Here, I turn to the sanitation and waste management systems of 
Samuel R. Delany’s 2012 novel Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders, which 
depicts a lifelong, interracial, and incestuous partnership between gay garbage 
workers. I argue that Through the Valley takes up waste management—as voca-
tion, infrastructural figure, and non-(re-)productive sexual practice—in order 
to refuse the naturalized relationship between waged labor, normative kinship, 
and independence forged by welfare-to-work narratives. This refusal further 
marks a form of crip-of-color insurgency, given that it disarticulates the con-
nections between paid employment, nuclear family making, and access to life-
sustaining resources. I anchor this chapter with the concept of “refuse work,” 
which carries multiple registers of meaning across Delany’s novel: (1) the literal 
work of sanitation infrastructure; (2) the erotic management of human waste; 
(3) the intimate labors of sex and care that honor the body’s needs; and (4) the 
refusal of an antirelational American work ethic that disavows dependency on 
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others. Through refuse work, I demonstrate how Delany’s reverent depiction 
of sanitation infrastructure makes imaginable a crip-queer politics of labor, 
insofar as it highlights the kind of work that sustains abject social collectivities 
in excess of welfare reform’s imaginings.

While chapters 1 and 2 deal with welfare reform policy in the domestic arena, 
chapter 3 examines the extension of antiwelfare logics to the transnational arena 
of so-called free trade. Taking up the infrastructure of transportation, I look 
to the California freeway fictions of Octavia Butler and Karen Tei Yamashita 
in order to articulate the relationship of infrastructural violence to coerced 
migration, transnational capitalism, and the myth of the parasitic noncitizen 
immigrant. A long-standing emblem of social and spatial division, California’s 
freeways emerge in Butler’s 1993 novel Parable of the Sower and Yamashita’s 
1997 novel Tropic of Orange as multivalent sites for engaging questions of mo-
bility, movement, and migration under the exigencies of transnational capital-
ism. Specifically, Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Yamashita’s Tropic of Orange 
prompt reflection on three infrastructural narratives: (1) the open road story and 
its fantasy of unfettered freedom; (2) global capitalism’s dependence on unseen, 
undervalued migrant laboring networks; and (3) the alternate webs of survival 
dreamed into being by neurodivergent visionaries who further the disability jus-
tice principle of interdependence. I argue that both novels direct attention to 
California’s freeway network in order to address the differential production of 
mobility by transit and economic infrastructures in the wake of trade deregu-
lation, with the North American Free Trade Agreement as the nucleus event. 
This unequal production across the lines of race and class, in which the freedom 
of movement enjoyed by resourced populations is linked to the constriction of 
more vulnerable classes, is one of the primary ways that this chapter and this 
book theorizes disability.

Finally, the fourth chapter considers disability justice life-writing and poetry 
that navigates the health/care infrastructural landscape of the 2010s, anchored by 
the passage in 2010 of the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare). In so doing, chap-
ter 4 bridges major welfare reform with the adjacent arena of health/care reform, 
and in particular, the state benefit programs of Medicaid, Medicare, and ssi. 
Looking to Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha’s 2019 poetry and performance 
text collection Tonguebreaker and Aurora Levins Morales’s 2013 essay and po-
etry collection Kindling: Writings on the Body, this chapter examines how radical 
queer-of-color writers negotiate the ableist bureaucracies and diagnostic gate-
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keeping of the medical-industrial complex while simultaneously dreaming of 
other configurations of care. I begin by mapping out how health/care infrastruc-
ture emerges and makes itself present in these works, shaping the form of what I 
call disability justice life-writing. Then, I turn to what Piepzna-Samarasinha calls 
“wild disability justice dreams” and elaborate on the rival care infrastructures 
envisioned by Kindling and Tonguebreaker. What, I ask, does care look like in 
the context of abandonment, apocalypse, and social isolation, when the state 
wants people to subsist on less and less? How do we reclaim, define, and prac-
tice care outside existing models offered by the state and the medical-industrial 
complex, in which care all too often exists on a continuum with control and 
abuse? I argue that Kindling and Tonguebreaker offer wild disability justice blue-
prints for health and care in an era of deprivation, in which care suggests not 
restoration and movement back toward the status quo—the reacquisition of a 
fabled norm—but rather the serious and sustained tending of a lifeworld that 
makes room for sickness and grief while generating real moments of joy.

The epilogue relays my own disabled, femme-of-color dreams of infrastruc-
ture and further describes my experiences with my best friend at the end of 
her life. I reflect on how queer-of-color and disability life-writing functioned 
as a kind of safety net for us during this time, offering support and recognition 
in a healthcare landscape that does not always view friendship as a legitimate 
connection. Looking to the essay “After Peter,” written by gay Korean American 
author Alexander Chee, I examine some of the ways that queer people have 
acted as infrastructure for one another through sickness and death, when noth-
ing else in the world will hold us.

Toward More and Better

This book emerges from the desire for more and better infrastructures of 
care—for adequate systems of support that can honor the sanctity of Black, 
brown, queer, feminized, and/or disabled lives. In the summer of 2019, I knew I 
could not separate my friend’s illness from the context of a postwelfare United 
States, in which escalating healthcare costs and eviscerated public support 
systems rendered harmful care by one’s romantic partner one of the few viable 
options in a threadbare world. I knew I could not separate it from the context 
of a presidential regime bent on killing sick and disabled people through its 
persistent attacks on Medicaid and ada. I knew I could not separate it from the 
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inflating numbers of the uninsured, or from the profit motives of the pharma
ceutical industry. But I also knew that infrastructure did not have to look this 
way. And I knew this because of the blueprints left by my queer-of-color and/
or disabled peers, elders, and ancestors. Now in the middle of the covid-19 
pandemic, which has underscored for so many the lived reality of state aban-
donment, I once again look for those dreams on the written page.

Care at the End of the World identifies disabled, feminist, and/or queer-
of-color literary expression as a vital site of freedom dreaming in an era of ac-
celerating infrastructural violence. Not frivolous or passive, dreaming envisions 
a different way out of the world that currently exists, and it requires very little 
aside from time and space. As Shayda Kafai suggests, “Perhaps the most com-
pelling survival tool that disabled, queer, gender nonconforming, and trans-
gender communities of color have is their dreamwork. . . . ​In dreaming, our 
communities materialize a world where, through fury and love, transformation 
in all its rebelliousness thrives.”73 Octavia Butler knew this when she wrote Par-
able of the Sower, which begins with the line “I had my recurring dream.”74 Re-
corded by Black disabled protagonist Lauren Olamina in her journal, the dream 
first registers a doorway, then a burning wall—a figure that encapsulates the hy-
permilitarized state of Sower’s California. Yet, the dream does not linger there. 
It tilts upward toward the stars, and toward the dream of “city lights” invoked 
by Lauren’s mother: “Kids today have no idea what a blaze of light cities used to 
be—and not that long ago.”75 By calling up the memory of infrastructures past, 
great grids of power that seem unimaginable within Sower’s context of manufac-
tured scarcity, Lauren’s dream intervenes into the realities created and upheld 
by uneven systems of resource distribution. In the face of abandonment, she 
dreams and calls forth a “blaze of light,” one that might illuminate other possi
ble horizons of life.

I see infrastructural dreams like Butler’s as bridges out of a turbocapitalist 
world that asks us to subsist on less and less. Within the lights, roads, pipes, and 
care networks spanning my project’s archive, I locate the “desire for life between 
all of us” that Cherríe Moraga prophesied in her dream of a bridge.76 Through 
the genres of speculative fiction (Butler, Delany, Piepzna-Samarasinha), magi-
cal realism (Yamashita), and myth (Ward), the writers in this book divine new 
maps from the seemingly mundane world of infrastructure, dreaming up ways 
of organizing life based in reciprocity and mutual support. These visions not 
only offer liberatory ways of knowing and inhabiting dependency but also pose 
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dependency’s recuperation as one key to liberation. Because freedom, at least 
in the crip-of-color imaginary, hinges on the support structures and care labor 
that make life more possible. This vision of freedom, as Piepzna-Samarasinha 
writes, means that we “massage the feet of those who make us live,” includ-
ing the radical Black, brown, queer, feminist, and/or disabled writers whose 
infrastructural dreams I recount here.77 Together, like Moraga and Anzaldúa, 
we “brew and forge a revolution.”78
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