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London Ontario N6C 5A8 
 

December 13, 2020 
 
The Honourable Chantal Peticlerc, Senator 
The Senate of Canada 
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A4 
 
Dear Senator Peticlerc,  
 
My name is Erin Clark. I’m an author, artist, athlete — and Canadian with a disability.  
 
Two years ago, I repatriated to Canada after living in New York for four years and then Cataluña 
for three years. I know that you raced in Barcelona, so I bet you can appreciate how incredible it 
was to get to live there. While I was there, I represented Spain as a wheelchair pole sport athlete. 
I won two of Spain’s national competitions, placed second the first year that the International 
Pole Sport Federation offered a parapole category and, the following year, won the gold medal 
for parapole and set a currently undefeated world record.  
 
When you spoke about MAiD in 2016, you said, “When you have a disability, the worst part is 
feeling as if you have no control over your own life, over your own body. It happens to all 
people with disabilities, I can assure you.”  
 
The concept of control I believe you are referring to here is not bodily function, but autonomy.  
It’s been my experience that I have to constantly fight for autonomy because other people take 
and exercise control over my life. Your argument seems to be that this experience is the reason 
disabled people should have special access to medically assisted death —to restore their 
autonomy. Except, that this access to death would be assessed and administered by many of the 
same systems and professionals who currently wield the control that robs us of our autonomy in 
the first place.  
 
But, in the event that you meant bodily function, I must point out that no one has control over 
their body. The illusion of control, and the misguided attempts to hold onto it, are a big part of 
the nondisabled experience.  People want to believe that disability itself is an isolated experience, 
not a broadly human one. Disabled people are, in a sense, much closer to the truth of the human 
body. Citing a ‘lack of control’ plays to the heart of the fears nondisabled people project onto 
disability, and fear is not the same as brave or wise insight or compassion. 
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In reality, the aging process, the profound vulnerability of the human body, and the necessary 
variety of genetic material are constantly at odds with our desire for control. But instead of 
giving up the illusion, we stigmatize anything that threatens it. In this case, disability and illness.  
 
Intolerable suffering exists, and those who experience it often wish, very desperately, to end it, 
and disability and suffering can intertwine. Our disabilities are simultaneously medical 
conditions and social conditions. But suffering and disability intertwine to the extent that life and 
suffering intertwine. As a friend said to me, “When you prolong life, you prolong all that life 
offers.” This is the reason we intervene. 
 
Disabled people do not experience a special category of suffering that no other human being can 
or does. All human beings have equal access to the full spectrum of suffering that life contains. I 
know that sounds bleak, but it’s important. The idea that our pain is unique to us, and uniquely 
incurable and unchangeable is presented as a compassionate view, but it is really an attempt to 
push us even further away from the center of the human experience where we belong with 
everyone else. It’s a way of saying that nothing can be done, so no one should be expected to 
even try.   
 
When I was still in kindergarten, I was zooming around the gym with my thigh-high leg braces 
and crutches, tumbling all over practicing my gymnastics skills. The principal and my mother 
were watching me from the doorway and he said to her, “You know, someday, someone is going 
to have to tell her that she is disabled.” He meant, she can be free now, but she can’t keep that 
freedom. Someday, the social perception of her disability will matter more than her actual 
capacity and you should prepare her for the disappointment by not letting her get her hopes up 
too high for her own life. I have had to fight so hard along the way, not because my body was 
against me, but because I was expected and encouraged to give up. This is a studied phenomenon 
as a disabling factor in the lives of disabled people, more so than the impairments of their 
condition.  
 
What does this have to do with those who are experiencing intolerable suffering?  
 
It’s in the way ‘intolerable’ is defined and how ‘irremediable’ is determined. That, as a five year 
old, while I was happily playing around the school gym, the principal felt comfortable telling my 
mother to prepare me for a miserable and pointless life. No suffering had yet occured, but it was 
assumed that it would. I was primed to suffer. While Society openly considers disability both 
inextricably linked to suffering, and a fate worse than death, the people who would have the 
control over whether or not a person who requested MAiD died, and be tasked with executing 
that death, are already compromised with bias and prejudice.  
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Instead of providing a choice to those who wish for death, while leaving my rights intact, I 
believe bill C-7 would cause great harm to my future if my condition should deteriorate beyond 
my financial means to support myself. It exacerbates the struggle for autonomy I already face. It 
is not the win/win it appears to be. And an important question is not being answered —if it’s 
such an empowered and free choice, why is it not available to everyone? Why only us? 
 
When I think of the community of people specifically organized around disability rights, I 
remember a time when I felt like “they don’t speak for me.” Of course, now I know that they 
literally do. They speak for rights I depend on. When they say something will set our rights back 
a decade, I know they speak from insight, wisdom, experience and knowledge. Bill C-7 has been 
criticized by human rights lawyers, hundreds of doctors, every disability rights group in Canada 
and countless individuals. There has even been evidence showing that the current form of the law 
already causes harm to the disability community. And evidence shows that it is slowly creeping 
outside the parameters of even the physically disabled. Further removing protections will only 
increase that harm.  
 
I believe the imaginations of those who support this bill are held hostage by one very familiar 
narrative, the one in which a disabled person kills themselves (or requests to be killed) and for it 
(and only for it) are they respected and loved and admired. Supporters see themselves as 
alleviators of ‘The Great Pain,’ liberators of the powerless, and out of the force of their virtue 
they can’t wait to extend this great privilege of a noble death to all disabled people in the 
country. Because they care about our autonomy? Autonomy is not much of a concern when we 
want to get married, or live in our communities, or have jobs, or get on buses or be supported by 
the latest adaptive technology and get wheelchairs or oxygen tanks. Then our autonomy is far too 
inconvenient and expensive. But if what we want to do with our autonomy is choose to die, then 
it is suddenly our greatest, most precious right.  
 
I do not want to see this bill pass, because I do not trust the safeguards. And I do not agree that 
this bill speaks to the issues of autonomy and rights of persons with disabilities as much as it 
speaks to a deeply ableist society, one in which superstition around disability prevails. Releasing 
one group of people from suffering should not cause an increase in the vulnerability, and 
likelihood of suffering for an equally vulnerable group, and I believe bill C-7 is set up to do 
precisely that.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration,  
 
 
 
Erin Clark 


