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Violent Intimacy'

Summary

“Violent intimacy,” the central concept developed in the text, is an affective structure
connecting a mother caring for a disabled child. Violent intimacy stems from sacrifice
and love, but also from a lack of choice: the state and its institutions shift the responsibi-
lity for caring for a person with a disability onto the family, most often onto the mother.
The literary, non-fiction, and journalistic texts analyzed show that violent intimacy is
not synonymous with care: although professional caregivers are often forced to take on
such activities, the ideological coercion behind violent intimacy is different and stems
from the patriarchal order, the tradition of the Polish Mother, and the lack of structural
solutions that would guarantee independent living for people with disabilities. In other
words, violent intimacy draws attention to the cost of sacrifice behind the sometimes
lifelong care of a disabled child and shows that it is a trap for both parties: the mother
and the child, who have no choice but to remain in this relationship.
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Although this chapter changes perspective, from the attempts of disabled wom-
en to navigate the often hostile and ableist environments under state socialism
and through the transformation of 1989, to the lives of nondisabled mothers
with disabled children between 1989 and 2022, I remain focused on the aban-
donment of the disabled population by the Polish state and the privatization of
disability. To this end, I bring together a range of literary and factual sources.

' From Disability Disruptions: Gender, Family, and Care in Post-1989 Poland. Copy-
right 2026 by the Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois. Used with permission of
the University of Illinois Press.
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Whether in a fictional or nonfictional context, almost all cultural texts pro-
duced in Poland after 1989 frame a child’s disability as a disruption to familial
life or an exceptional crisis that needs to be overcome or cured.? Depictions of
disability being integrated into the fabric of a family are rare. In this chapter
I analyze texts that focus on this disruption, particularly the impact on the moth-
er, who is generally expected to be the primary caregiver.

The central themes of this chapter are the notion of “violent intimacy” and
the meanings of care. Violent intimacy, as an intervention into disability and
family discourses, is in and of itself a major disruption to the ways in which the
Polish family and the maternal relation with a child in particular are imagined.
As I discussed in the introduction, violent intimacy is an affective structure that
binds a mother and her disabled child; it not only disrupts families, but also
commonly accepted ideas about motherly love and the emotional and financial
cost of care and dedication.

Violent intimacy binds a mother to her child. It is crucial to keep in mind
that there is no violent intimacy without love: it is an intimacy marked by love
and commitment, but also—and equally importantly—by a lack of choice. It is
simultaneously loving and oppressive for both mother and child. Violent in-
timacy does not trespass on kinship boundaries: its boundaries are biological
ties. It is an enduring intimacy, and its length adds to its violence; it often only
ends—as the texts featured in this chapter demonstrate—with the death of one
participant.’ In other words, the bind and the expectation of maternal care are
infinite. There are no limits to the tasks a mother is required to take on, and no
accepted means of exit for either mother or child. Unlike a stranger receiving
payment from the state or private funds, this caregiving relationship is nonne-
gotiable for both parties.

Violent intimacy, like all care situations, is deeply enmeshed in power re-
lations.* Both the caregiver and the care receiver are trapped, a condition that
testifies to their shared vulnerability. Theirs is an intimacy that benefits and is

2 J.N. Fink, All Our Families: Disability Lineage and the Future of Kinship, Boston:
Beacon Press 2022, p. xvi.

3 Although my focus is Polish narratives, the text that best illustrates my analysis in this
chapter is Renu Addlakha, Kinship Destabilized! Disability and the Micropolitics of Care in
Urban India, ,,Current Anthropology” 2020, no. S21 (61), pp. S46—S54. Addlakha starts her
article by stating: “Historically, the biological family is most germane to care. It is families
that continue to matter as a critical source of survival for disabled people particularly in low-
income countries; and in many instances, they also play the dual role of being oppressive
toward the disabled family member(s) to whom they provide support. Gender is a critical
structuring principle in the organization of care throughout the life cycle, given women’s
centrality in procreation, childcare, and the larger domestic sphere.” Addlakha’s analysis
resonates closely with my discussion of disability, gender, and care in post-socialist Poland.

* A. Nishida, Just Care: Messy Entanglements of Disability, Dependency, and Desire,
Philadelphia: Temple University Press 2022, p. 9.
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enforced by the state. Violent intimacy is a constant, reinforcing dynamic, a di-
alectical process: It enables the state to relinquish its duty to citizens, just as
state withdrawal from the sphere of care creates the intimacy itself. According
to American philosopher Nancy Fraser, this kind of affective structure under-
pins and enables capitalism: “The capitalist economy relies on—one might say,
free rides on—activities of provisioning, care-giving and interaction that pro-
duce and maintain social bonds, although it accords them no monetized value
and treats them as if they were free.”

This is not a new idea. Many scholars have noted capitalism’s dependence
on gendered care work. Raj Patel and Jason W. Moore have claimed that with-
out unpaid care work, “wage work would be simply too expensive.”® What is
perhaps new (as I outlined in the introduction and alluded to in chapter 1), is
that both state socialism and capitalism in Poland have relied on unpaid care
work for disabled subjects. In other words, I would venture that as a specific
form of care work, violent intimacy is independent of either state socialism or
capitalism: Both have taken it for granted that mothers will perform this work.
While investigating the political economy of violent intimacy is not my prin-
cipal focus here, following this aspect through state socialism and capitalism
in Poland illustrates that the two systems differ little in the politics of care and
disability. By fashioning care for a disabled subject as an issue of maternal ded-
ication, both systems have exploited motherly love and concealed the central
role of this kind of care labor in the state economy.

I must emphasize that care work and violent intimacy are not one and the
same. Clearly, “care work”™ is a broader term and a form of labor that can be
performed by a nonfamily member. It is undervalued and often performed by
migrants, but the person performing it has—however limited—a choice.” While
care work can be exploitative, this is not the same kind of cruelty that charac-
terizes violent intimacy: While violent intimacy is predominantly a form of co-
ercion rooted in love and lack of choice due to social and moral beliefs about
the maternal role, the coercion of low-paid care work is rooted in economic
necessity and labor market constraints.® Coercion defines both, yet their ideo-
logical and material roots differ.

The consequences of violent intimacy differ for mother and child. While
oppressive for both, violent intimacy removes a mother’s freedom, career, and,
at times, her personal life: It is not uncommon for a husband or partner to leave

5 N. Fraser, Contradictions of Capital and Care, “New Left Review” 2016, no. 100, p. 101.

¢ R. Patel, J.W. Moore, 4 History of the World in Seven Cheap Things: A Guide to
Capitalism, Nature, and the Future of Our Planet, Carlton, VIC: Black Inc. 2018, p. 124.

7 Many Ukrainians currently work in the Polish care industry, either in institutions for
the elderly and disabled or as live-in care workers.

8 For an extended discussion on coercion and care work, see E.N. Glenn, Forced to

Care: Coercion and Caregiving in America, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 2010.
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such situations. Violent intimacy positions a child as the mother’s burden, as
a care receiver, rarely a care provider.” Needing maternal help to survive, a di-
sabled child simply has no choice. Unlike the father, the mother herself has lit-
tle choice but to accept violent intimacy: To refuse it would be to defy deeply
entrenched ideas about maternal sacrifice and the duties of women.'® As long
as the state does not provide long-term, high-quality care assistance, violent
intimacy remains inescapable for both the mother and her disabled child. [...]

By putting forward the notion of violent intimacy, I intend to nuance Polish
narratives on family and disability. First and foremost, an exploration of vio-
lent intimacy reveals the multifaceted aspects of care, and its inherent nature
as a power dynamic. Described in the texts I analyze, without being named as
such, violent intimacy disrupts the mainstream narrative of the family that rou-
tinely glosses over experiences of disability and the toll of motherly care. The
notion of violent intimacy enables me to emphasize the simultaneously oppres-
sive and loving dimension of this form of care, which “is simultaneously a vital
aspect of positive intimacy as well as grueling work that can be both difficult
and unpaid.”!! By challenging narratives that showcase natural maternal sacri-
fice and the autonomous choice to take on care work, violent intimacy enables
us to recognize the deeply ambivalent character of care.

Violent intimacy is neither an aspect of every mother—child relationship nor
a synonym for a child’s dependency on a caretaker. It identifies a relationship in
which the necessity for long-term everyday care work does not end when a child
reaches their teenage years or adulthood. Violent intimacy is present when an
“autonomous” future for either child or mother is inaccessible due to a lack of
state support, adequate policy, and care infrastructures. To put it differently,
the foreclosure of a future in which a disabled child can move to a supportive
group home and a mother gains time for anything other than providing care is
a condition for violent intimacy. Violent intimacy is not a gesture of refusing
this normative future vision; it is a lack of choice in the matter.

I trace care and violent intimacy across a diverse corpus of texts published
between 1995 and 2022. Thematically organizing this wide range of texts illus-
trates the enduring mechanisms of enacting care and the entrenchment of vio-
lent intimacy within families with a disabled child. The texts include a young
adult novel, Poczwarka (The Pupa, 2001) by Dorota Terakowska, one of the

° This is not to say that disabled subjects never take on broadly defined caregiving
roles. For example, adult disabled children might be able to offer help and support, including
emotionally. Disabled children might provide care to their younger siblings and pets.

10" See E. Korolczuk, R. Hryciak, “Wstgp” [Introduction] [in:] PoZegnanie z Matkq
Polkg. Dyskursy, praktyki i reprezentacje macierzynstwa we wspotczesnej Polsce [Farewell
to the Polish Mother: Discourses, Practices, and Representations of Motherhood in Modern
Poland], Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego 2012, p. 7.

1" R. Addlakha, op.cit., p. 46.
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most important Polish authors writing in this genre during the 1990s and early
2000s, in which the idyllic life of a married couple is “destroyed” by a daugh-
ter with Down syndrome. I read this alongside another young adult novel,
Wyspa mojej siostry (My Sister's Island, 2011) by Katarzyna Ryrych, a deep-
ly stigmatizing and ableist depiction of an intellectually disabled protagonist
that met with critical acclaim. Among the nonfiction texts I examine are Mieé¢
dziecko z porazeniem mozgowym (Having a Child with Cerebral Palsy, 1995),
a forgotten anthology of life writing by mothers of disabled children edited by
Zofia Chodkowska; Emil i my: monolog wielodzietnej matki (Emil and Us:
A Monologue of a Mother of Three, 2021), a political approach to disability and
care work by Magdalena Moskal; a book by the chronically ill journalist Jacek
Hotub with a title that expresses the concerns of many parents with disabled
children, Zeby umarto przede mng (Hoping My Child Dies Before I Do, 2018);
and a 2022 article by the writer Agnieszka Szpila, Gdzie sq te dzieci? W dupie!
(Where Are These Children? They Are Fucked!) that focuses on carers and their
right to self-fulfillment. As The Pupa and My Sister s Island sold thousands of
copies, Hoping My Child Dies Before I Do was turned into a theater play, and
a few received literary awards and public acclaim, the meanings of disability
and care they present have circulated widely in Polish culture and merit anal-
ysis: they present a window onto complex experiences of caregiving and par-
ticipate in building knowledge about disability.

In all these texts, care is privatized. Most often, care work is only provided
by a family member and only within a family. Not only do the authors of these
texts demonstrate that the Polish family is the only site that guarantees care—
and thus survival-for a disabled subject, they also emphasize that the post-
1989 Polish state does not care: It provides no long-term support for disabled
subjects who need sustained help with daily living. As the state has abandoned
disabled subjects, mothers and, at times, grandmothers must provide the un-
paid and socially underappreciated labor of care. State abandonment is not the
result of deinstitutionalization, which has not taken place in Poland'?. Facilities
are limited in number, however, and there is cultural resistance toward placing
disabled children in particular in institutions. (I will return to the topic of insti-
tutionalization below and in the epilogue.)

12 Poland is not unique in its lack of deinstitutionalization. As Eastern European scholars
have shown, despite legal commitments to deinstitutionalization the Czech Republic, Bulgaria,
Latvia, and Lithuania have failed to implement adequate solutions. Slovenia introduced
a Personal Assistance Act in 2019, which has enabled many disabled people to avoid
institutionalization. However, as Slovenian scholars Darja ZavirSek and Svenja Fischbach
have noted, this has strengthened familial care, as it is mostly women who have become
paid personal assistants to relatives with a disability, thereby limiting the self-determination
of individuals with disabilities. D. ZavirSek, S. Fischbach, Independent Living in Post-
-Socialist Countries: Between Familialism, Deinstitutionalisation, and Reinstitutionalisation,
LInternational Journal of Disability and Social Justice” 2023, no. 1 (3), pp. 96-113.
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The cultural imperative to care for a disabled family member survived the
1989 political transformation. In other words, the privatization of disability could
be seen as a legacy of Polish socialism. Polish gender studies scholar Dorota
Szelewa has described a “familialization of social policy” in Poland that she
attributes to post-1989 austerity and shrinking social benefits (as I discussed in
chapter 1), ableism, and the traditional patriarchal tradition that positions the
mother as primary caregiver.'* Additionally, this model of care politics has long
enjoyed the support of the Catholic Church, one of the most powerful actors in
Polish social life.'* A lack of interest in disability policies and care provision by
the state strengthens family kinship and leads not merely to the familialization
of care, but, more precisely (as attested by the texts I analyze in this chapter),
to the “mothering” (umatkowienie) of care and a subsequent precarization of
women’s lives.!® Thus, to live as a disabled subject without a mother is to be
utterly alone, and, conversely, to live as a disabled child with a mother, or as
a mother of a disabled child, is to never be alone. Care operates as a tool of op-
pression for both mother and child.

These texts privilege the perspective of nondisabled mothers who take on
the labor of caring. They discuss the devaluation of care work and the coercion
of women into becoming caregivers by a negligent state, disrupting the nine-
teenth-century ideal of sacrificial motherhood still present in Polish culture.
Forcing mothers into care work implies a simultaneous process of compelling
disabled children to be care receivers. Yet these narratives rarely include dis-
ability voices and pay little attention to the imposed dependency of disabled
subjects. My decision to focus on caregiver experiences in this chapter was
driven by the fact that texts centering on the perspectives of nondisabled carers
are (at the point of writing this at the end of 2022) far more popular in Poland
than texts about and by people with disabilities.'®* Moreover, mothers of disa-
bled children are among the most vocal advocates for disability rights in Poland
and have produced the majority of mainstream disability knowledge during the
1990s and 2000s, thereby shaping public understanding of disability, a topic

3 D. Szelewa, Polityka rodzinna w Polsce po 1989 roku: od familalizmu prywatnego

do publicznego? [Family Policy in Poland after 1989: from Private to Public Familism?]
[in:] Niebezpieczne zwigzki. Macierzynstwo, ojcostwo i polityka [Dangerous Relationships:
Motherhood, Fatherhood, and Politics], ed. by E. Korolczuk, R. Hryciuk, Warszawa:
Wydawnictwa Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego 2015, p. 107, 111.

Y Ibidem, p. 106.

15 See N. Pamula, Maternal Impressions: Disability Memoirs in Socialist Poland,
“Aspasia: The International Yearbook of Central, Eastern, and Southeastern European’s
Women'’s and Gender History” 2019, no. 1 (13), pp. 95-112.

1o There have been books authored by people with disabilities that have gained popularity,
and many are analyzed in this book. However, the leading texts that shape public imaginaries
of disability have been written by nondisabled people. There is also a robust disability presence
on social media, such as “Life on Wheels” and “Petnoprawna” on Instagram.
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I continue to explore in chapter 3. Thus, despite coming into conflict at times,
the rights of women and disabled people in Poland are intricately interconnected.

This potential for opposing needs is not always apparent in the texts under
discussion, mostly due to a lack of disabled voices, thereby neutralizing their
disruptive capacity. While violent intimacy is depicted in all of the texts I ana-
lyze in this chapter, apart from Emil and Us, this aspect remains unproblem-
atized and is therefore naturalized. The same is true of ableism. Accordingly,
there are two ways to understand this chapter: as an exploration of the notion
of violent intimacy, and as a more or less unified interpretation of six post-1989
Polish care narratives that discuss disability. Alternatively, this chapter can be
approached as an attempt to describe and analyze the effects of an archive of
violent intimacy that excludes disabled voices: while these texts focus on both
care and disability, only the former is politicized, and ableist beliefs about dis-
ability are at times upheld. As a result, the disruptions these texts provoke are
mostly limited to the concept of care and the situation of caregivers.

This chapter consists of three sections. In the first section, I delve into the
meaning and operations of violent intimacy through an analysis of two works
of nonfiction: Having a Child with Cerebral Palsy and Hoping My Child Dies
Before I Do. 1 show how these texts, while criticizing state noninvolvement in
disability issues, do not politicize disability or violent intimacy but reinforce
the maternal primary caregiver status. In the second section, I argue that the
deaths of the disabled protagonists in two young adult novels, The Pupa and
My Sister s Island, constitute a literary solution to violent intimacy. In the fi-
nal section, I discuss the widely circulated article Where Are These Children?
They Are Fucked! in conjunction with the memoir Emil and Us to address the
binary between remunerated labor and care and to explore the ways in which
this complicates my discussion of violent intimacy.
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