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Crip Making

aimi hamraie

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many people turned to remote and digital 
forms of participation and communication, whether for work or social life. What 
many nondisabled people did not know was that disability communities had 
often developed (for themselves) the same technologies that many nondisabled 
people were using to survive the pandemic—despite often being denied the right 
to remote work and education. At the same time, Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and 
institutionalized disabled people have been at particularly high risk for severe 
COVID-19 complications, including death, and were deprioritized in medical 
triage and vaccination. Disability communities responded to these paradoxes 
of access in several ways. Some launched hashtag campaigns. For example, Alice 
Wong’s #HighRiskCA pointed out that disabled people often had less access to 
vaccinations, while Kate McWilliams’s #AccessibilityforAbleds offered examples 
of how remote access for nondisabled people was being prioritized during the 
pandemic. Others hosted online cultural events with ASL interpreters, live tran-
scription, and image descriptions. Still others created digital networks for mutual 
aid and the distribution of items such as masks, hand sanitizer, and air filters. 
In the process, disability communities claimed expertise and design knowledge 
about remote forms of participation. Their practices illustrate the concept of “dis-
ability culture,” comprising the norms, social relations, and technologies that form 
around collective experiences of disability (Barnes and Mercer 2001). Whether 
in the case of “homebound shut-ins” embracing radio technology in the 1920s 
(Kirkpatrick 2017), polio survivors sharing design hacks via newsletters in the 
1960s (Williamson 2012), Autistic people finding community via email listservs 
in the 1990s (Sinclair 2012), chronically ill people organizing funerals and protests 
from their beds (Piepzna-Samarasinha 2018), or Black disabled feminists using 
“hashtag activism” for political advocacy (Thompson 2019; S. Jackson, Bailey, and 
Welles 2020), remote access has been central to the socio-technological life of 
disability in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, highlighting the reaches of 
geographically dispersed and heterogeneous disability cultures.

Yet technology is not an easy fix. Disabled critics of technology highlight the 
role of “technoableism” (Shew 2020) in shaping the treatment of disability as a 
deficiency or problem to fix. Crip theorists note disabled peoples’ “ambivalent 
relationships to technology” (Kafer 2013, 119), in which technological failures 
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and conflicting accessibility needs create frictions. For example, remote learning 
that benefits some chronically ill people may cause “Zoom fatigue” or chronic 
migraines for the same people or for others. Telehealth and telework options 
during the pandemic are being rescinded in light of mass vaccinations, leaving 
chronically ill people without accommodations and sparking protests (Kovach 
2011). Useful digital tools and electronics (including internet routers and ventila-
tors) sometimes fail in locations facing power shortages due to heat, wildfires, or 
inadequate infrastructure. The many paradoxes of remote access illustrate that 
disabled people are makers and adapters, and not just passive users, of tech-
nology. Rather than eschewing technology, disability communities often turn to 
iterative design processes to address these apparent conflicts.

The politics of disability technology raise important theoretical and empiri-
cal questions about the epistemologies, methodologies, and societal implications 
of design by, rather than for, disabled people. In many cases, making is politi
cal in that it gathers networks of kinship and belonging around world-building 
practices that challenge mainstream cultural norms and values. Critical making 
theorist Jentery Sayers (2017) argues that making is a way of drawing boundaries: 
“Such boundaries mark how and where value is attributed and accrued. They 
also correspond with ideologies and environments for who gets to make, who 
can maintain, and who must source” (9). Consequently, crip making relies on 
and produces forms of knowledge and expertise that draw boundaries between 
assimilation and antiassimilation, able-bodied norms and disability culture. In this 
chapter, I explore the concept of crip making in three ways. First, I examine con-
troversies surrounding the role of the maker (as author or progenitor) in debates 
about disability, design, and technology. Then, I examine political-relational and 
performance-based approaches to disability-led design, looking at the design 
politics of lived experience and complicating notions of “standpoint epistemol-
ogy” and “situated knowledge.” Finally, I draw on an example of crip making 
during the COVID-19 pandemic to highlight the complex politics of access fric-
tion and negotiation.

Users and Makers: Disability, Design, and Technology

Disability has been a present, but often unrecognized, force in user-centered 
design. Most often, disability has been treated as a problem to avoid or solve 
through technology. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century designers treated 
impairment as a confounding element in industrial systems and prescribed tech-
nological solutions focused on normalization and assimilation (Hamraie 2017; 
Serlin 2004). For example, artificial limbs combined functional and aesthetic 
considerations to make users appear typical. But disability also shapes con
temporary and mainstream technologies (including remote-access technolo-
gies) in ways that are often latent or undocumented (Hendren 2020; Williamson 
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2012; Williamson and Guffey 2020). For example, Deaf people were historically 
viewed as testing sites for telephonic technologies and electronics that were then 
adapted into the mainstream (Mills 2011). Archivist and material culture histo-
rian Katherine Ott (2014) refers to this latency, and the broader circulation of 
disability-generated technologies, as “disability things,” a concept that describes 
the material culture of disability as expanding beyond the body into built and 
social worlds.

Scholars document technological biases against disabled people. Critical 
scholarship has formed a consensus that technology (whether assistive, physical, 
or digital) is laden with assumptions about disability as an undesirable condition 
in need of normalization (Alper et al. 2015; Moser 2006; Gibson 2006). These 
assumptions undergird a type of inequality that disabled philosopher of tech-
nology Ashley Shew (2020) terms “technoableism.” Corporate disability “hack-
a-thons,” for example, frequently treat disability as a problem in need of solving 
and enlist disabled people as user-experts, not designers (Wong 2015; Yergeau 
2014). Critics reject technological saviorism, or the assumption that corpora-
tions and engineers—often nondisabled people—can liberate or enable disabled 
people through technology. For example, public historian and designer Liz Jack-
son (2019) describes “disability dongles” as well-intentioned technologies, such 
as stair-climbing wheelchairs or ASL gloves, that do not meet disabled users’ 
actual needs or desires. In response, sociologists and philosophers of technology 
document disabled lived experiences as distinct from engineers’ perceptions of 
disability (Shew 2020).

Disability studies scholars point out that technoableism and saviorism have 
not deterred disabled people from using technology, however. “Dismediation” 
theories of disability and digital media simultaneously engage with and trouble 
lived experiences of disability in order to “resist rehabilitation and standardiza-
tion” (Mills and Sterne 2017, 365). Scholars propose instead that disabled people 
have “ambivalent relationships to technology” (Kafer 2011, 119), wherein users 
may adopt imperfect, uncomfortable, or less functional tools, even while cri-
tiquing them. This observation aligns with Lewis Mumford’s classic assertion in 
the field of the philosophy of technology of the “ambivalence of the machine” 
(1934, 283), which simultaneously liberates and harms. Feminist science and 
technology studies (STS) scholars have likewise framed technology as “non-
innocent,” simultaneously produced by systems of oppression and in opposition 
to them (Haraway 1991). An understanding of technological ambivalence and non-
innocence leads disability historians to point out that using imperfect technologies 
emboldens disabled users as design experts; likewise, disabled people have contrib-
uted to designing assistive technologies, in addition to using them (Virdi 2020; Ott, 
Serlin, and Mihm 2002; Williamson 2012; Hendren and Lynch, n.d.).

Disabled-led design is thus both an individual practice and a collective phe-
nomenon illustrating disability culture. In contrast to technoableism, Alice 
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Sheppard (2019) argues that disability technology can emerge through a “body 
of knowledge . . . ​and a way of producing, developing, sharing, and accessing 
it . . . ​that are held both individually and in community.” This communal, col-
lective, and cultural understanding of disability rests on notions of aesthetic and 
relational community as emerging from disability culture.

Crip Making: Political-Relational, Disabled-Led Design

In their 1979 book, Design for Independent Living, nondisabled architects Ray-
mond Lifchez and Barbara Winslow translate for other nondisabled architects 
the philosophies of the radical disability movement in Berkeley, California. 
Based on their close work with this movement in a design studio taught at UC 
Berkeley’s College of Environmental Design, and further collaborations with the 
Center for Independent Living, Lifchez and Winslow transmit a sentiment that 
to most architects, rehabilitation professionals, and other nondisabled people 
would appear to be a bold assertion: that disabled people are not trying to be like 
everyone else, and in fact, they are changing the world by making things that 
refuse assimilation and conformity. In other words, disabled people are making 
things to make it in an inaccessible world.

In the book’s epilogue, Lifchez and Winslow ask,

Is the objective to assimilate the disabled person into the environment, or is it to 
accommodate the environment to the person? . . . ​Currently, the emphasis is on 
assimilation, for this seems to assure that the disabled person, once “broken-in,” 
will be able to operate in a society as a “regular person” and that the environ-
ment will not undermine his natural agenda to “improve” himself. As we have 
shown, this assumption can be counter-productive when designing for accessibil-
ity. It may serve only to obscure the fact that the disabled person may have a point 
of view about the design that challenges what the designers would consider good 
design. (1979, 150)

The book documents this antiassimilationist worldview through photographs, 
design documentation, and narratives of the often-quotidian individual and 
collective tools that disabled people create. In doing so, it offers a snapshot of 
disability cultural approaches to technology. For example, in spaces shared by 
disabled people, where disabled people are not required to appear “normal,” Lif-
chez and Winslow (1979, 51) write that there is “shared understanding” of access 
barriers and even “crip humor” regarding bodily differences and experiences. 
This early use of “crip” in relation to making and designing reveals the parallel 
and intersecting trajectories of antinormative disability philosophies and prac-
tices of making things (and thus “drawing boundaries,” to return to Sayers) that 
disability introduces.
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Movements of physically disabled people emerged in the 1960s and 1970s to 
challenge the primacy of physically nondisabled people in shaping the norms to 
which disabled people are held. Since that time, the word crip has expanded in its 
meanings, taken up as a philosophy of disability that agitates against compulsory 
normalcy of any kind, whether able-bodiedness or able-mindedness. Some have 
“claimed crip” in a similar manner to the term feminist (Schalk 2013). Many of 
these debates about the ontology of crip also address its epistemic status—who 
is an expert, who gets to claim to know—as determining its material and ethical 
stakes. Crip “onto-epistemology” (Barad 2007) can thus be understood as bound 
up in political questions of who gets to “know” disability and design in the name 
of disabled people. As in my broader work (Hamraie 2013; Hamraie 2017), I com-
mit here to an additional step: that crip being and knowing are inseparable from 
crip ways of making and acting. In other words, crip “knowing-making” (Ham-
raie 2017) is a commitment to right action through changing existing material 
arrangements, not endorsing the nondisabled, assimilationist norm.

Since the early 2000s, crip theorists have addressed cultural, philosophical, 
and political dimensions of antiassimilation (Sandahl 2003; McRuer 2006; Kafer 
2011). Crip making is implied within (but not often explicitly named in) these 
theories. That is, crip is not a synonym for disability, nor is it simply a politi
cal orientation. Rather, it is a specific commitment to shifting material arrange-
ments, or what Robert McRuer names “the will to remake the world” (McRuer 
2006, 35). Bess Williamson and Elizabeth Guffey’s “design theory of disability” 
(2020) likewise stipulates that disability is a generative, world-changing phe-
nomenon, not a deficit. Because most research on disability and technology pre-
sumes that disabled people are users, rather than makers and designers, new 
frameworks (such as crip technoscience) prioritize disabled-led design and mak-
ing (Hamraie 2017; Hamraie and Fritsch 2019). Crip technoscience manifests in 
technological hacks, adaptations, or innovations emerging from what Leah Lak-
shmi Piepzna-Samarasinha (2018) terms “crip science,” using the disability com-
munity’s reclamation of the word cripple to define a locus of valuable expertise 
about navigating and adapting to inaccessible worlds. As the term crip has been 
reclaimed, it has grown into a field of scholarship (crip theory) and describes 
commitments to interdependence, collectivity, and anticapitalism, similar to the 
disability justice framework (Kafer 2011).

The emerging field of crip technoscience studies (Fritsch et al. 2019) addresses 
dimensions of disability technology that go beyond mechanical functionality or 
aesthetic assimilation to examine the cultural politics of technology, including 
how claims of expertise operate as forms of power that shape both knowing and 
designing. Thus, crip technoscience is not a “standpoint epistemology” (Hard-
ing 1992), a feminist and Marxist concept that positions the perspective of the 
oppressed as uniquely true or objective. Nor is crip technoscience a practice 
that derives solely from “disability expertise” (Hartblay 2020) or authorship. Not 
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everything made by a disabled person is crip technoscience. Beyond knowledge 
itself, crip technoscience provides a framework for studying disability design 
with specific political commitments, specifically resistance to imperatives for 
normalization and assimilation (Hamraie and Fritsch 2019; Gotkin 2019; Shep-
pard 2019; Nelson et al. 2019; Wong 2019; Thompson 2019).

Crip technoscience theory speculates that disabled forms of creative ingenu-
ity, resourcefulness, hacking, and trial and error are not only scientific or epis-
temic but technoscientific—a term that STS scholars use to describe the mutual 
reliance of knowledge production and technological innovation (Hottois 2018; 
Latour 2005; Haraway 1997). Justice-centered feminist and decolonial techno
science studies have taken up these latter meanings to examine the roles of race, 
gender, and the nation-state in framing technology (Murphy 2012; Subramaniam 
et al. 2016) and have accordingly offered both critiques and alternatives rooted in 
political frameworks devoted to unsettling science. A crip technoscience theo-
retical framework builds on feminist and decolonial technosciences to differenti-
ate between technologies developed through models of disability-as-pathology 
(often in the name of rehabilitating injured soldiers) and those derived from dis-
ability culture communities, where technology supports embodied differences 
and interdependent socialities.

STS scholars in “user studies” have addressed the figure of the user and how it 
both configures and is configured by technology (Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003). 
Configuration names ontologies and epistemologies of use, or how design shapes 
the parameters of embodied interaction with technologies. Disability scholars 
and activists claim expert use as a form of design knowledge. For example, dis-
ability communities discuss disability-led design with frequency, with some 
declaring, “We are the original lifehackers” (L. Jackson 2018). In this context, 
studies of disability technology argue that disabled people are user-experts, who 
engage in “microactivist affordances” (Dokumaci 2016) and “disability hacktiv-
ism” (Yergeau 2014).

Since disability movements in the 1970s and 1980s made changes to the built 
environment their focus, philosophers of technology have shown interest in 
disabled peoples’ critiques of inaccessible design as examples of the democratic 
politics of technology. Some philosophers have treated disability activists as 
prototypical user-experts, whose political advocacy stemming from lived expe-
riences of disability shapes material arrangements (Winner 1980; Feenberg 2012). 
In all of these treatments of disabled people as makers, do-it-yourself capaci-
ties are largely taken for granted as radical and democratic. However, questions 
remain about how the lived experience of disability, as well as participation in 
disability culture, shapes design processes. What forms of knowledge matter, and 
how do they result in design decisions or material changes?

Crip making draws on STS approaches to expert knowledge and material prac-
tice, or “knowing-making” (Hamraie 2017), to inquire about how remote-access 
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methodologies can inform understandings of community-generated “collective 
access” (Mingus 2010). It builds on disability studies approaches that treat dis-
ability as a “political-relational” (Kafer 2011) and interdependent (Berne et al. 
2018) (rather than individual) phenomenon through which technologically 
mediated cultural collaborations yield new material arrangements. Drawing on 
elements of these literatures while following Black disabled scholar and wheel-
chair dancer Alice Sheppard’s call to study the “cultural-aesthetic” dimensions 
of disability technology (Sheppard 2019), crip making examines the role of dis-
ability community expertise in shaping remote access.

Crip making highlights the central role of design frictions in shaping disabled 
relationships to technology. Design friction names the practices of tinkering and 
hacking that provide imperfect access or highlight conflicting access needs while 
simultaneously building sociality and interdependence (Hamraie and Fritsch 
2019). For example, wheelchair users and blind people have historically had dif
ferent needs regarding sidewalk construction because the same curb ramps that 
allow wheelchair users to move freely from sidewalk to street create dangerous 
situations for blind people who do not know a street is coming. However, activ-
ists in both communities approached conflicting access needs to develop “tactile 
paving,” the raised yellow bumps that appear on sidewalk corners to announce 
the elevation change (Hamraie 2017). A material instance of friction thus came to 
exemplify the forms of conflict and negotiation that frame disability design.

Crip making also relates to the emerging frameworks of disability justice and 
design justice. Disability justice is a political framework that highlights the “leader-
ship of the most impacted,” “interdependence,” and “collective access” (Berne et al. 
2018). As discussed earlier, this movement is led by disabled people of color and 
collectives drawing on art and design to do political advocacy. Disability justice thus 
has a significant focus on the material manifestations of political values, in addi-
tion to creating a new theoretical framework for disability politics. However, there 
is not yet adequate empirical documentation of disabled designers of color and 
their contributions to shaping conceptions of disability and design justice. Simi-
larly, design justice (Costanza-Chock 2020) is an emerging framework from within 
design discourse that challenges the charitable sensibilities of technology designed 
for users, and instead devises methods for prioritizing marginalized users. Crip 
making synthesizes the two frameworks into “disability design justice” (Hamraie 
2020), naming and building on an existing field of protocols and theories.

Remote Access: Crip Making in Pandemic Times

If disability-led design does not seek quick fixes or technological saviorism, how 
does this phenomenon instead illustrate community knowledge and collabora-
tion? To answer this question, we need to understand the meanings of access as 
related to making and design.
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Access is often understood as a spatial phenomenon. Twentieth-century 
efforts to deinstitutionalize disabled people often focused on creating accessible 
public spaces in order to support integration into the community. As a result, the 
concept of accessibility is often contrasted with the isolation of institutionaliza-
tion; consequently, disability scholars theorize “publicity as capacity,” a type of 
power derived from being able to be present (Johnson 2020). Likewise, critical 
scholarship on accessibility has typically focused on technologies that enable 
physical presence in built environments (Guffey 2017; Hamraie 2017; Titchkosky 
2011; Williamson 2019). Furthermore, rich ethnographic scholarship on digital 
accessibility practices and negotiations (Ellcessor 2006) and “digital activism” 
(e.g., McLean 2020; Thompson 2019) has interrogated notions of participa-
tion and use, but addresses digital spaces rather than technologies and design 
practices.

Yet many disabled people have required physical distancing for safety, acces-
sibility, and well-being. This is particularly true for chronically ill, chemically 
sensitive, asthmatic, Deaf and hard of hearing, blind, and neurodivergent people. 
The widespread use of masks, social distancing, text-based internet communica-
tion, and video conferencing during the pandemic follows on practices that dis-
abled communities have designed. Remote access, in turn, raises questions about 
how distance, rather than proximity, shapes disability culture. Remote access 
thus highlights how technological mediation creates or forecloses “cultural loca-
tions of disability” (Snyder and Mitchell 2010) through dispersed geographies 
of technoscience (Livingstone 2010). A crip making framework inquires about 
how physical distance—such as living in different cities or away from commu-
nity, or being unable to share space without masking due to COVID-19—can 
also be an enabling condition for technological design and participation, while 
continually requiring adaptations toward more workable solutions.

Remote access is inherently frictioned and noninnocent in that the same con-
ditions enabling access for some can create hierarchies of belonging for others. 
Distance can be a disenabling condition with important implications for dis-
ability world-making. For example, John Lee Clark offers a deafblind critique of 
“distantism,” or “privileging of the distance senses of hearing and vision,” which, 
unlike tactile senses, tend to operate across wider spaces (Clark 2017). Clark 
extends the critique of distantism to paternalistic attitudes and behaviors, such 
as assistants who presume to be experts about what deafblind people need. In 
one story, Clark recounts an assistant who accompanies him to the grocery store:

She’s confused when I do not give her a list and I take charge, directing us toward 
the places where we will find what I want. She is now more like a detector, or a 
device that I take out of my back pocket to consult. Only she is far more intelligent 
than any machine could be and there’s a wonderful rapport—that is, if she is able to 
unlearn her distantism. It is my responsibility to learn and know the world around 
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me; it is part of her job to help me update that knowledge as we go along. But it is 
not her job to retain any of this knowledge herself. (Clark 2017)

In this example, Clark responds to distantist paternalism by asserting expertise 
and building communal rapport. Though not an explicit act of making, Clark’s 
response configures the assistant as a kind of “device” who helps with shopping 
but within whom expertise is not expected to reside.

Clark’s pivot and reconceptualization recall other practices of participatory 
access-making. Unlike assistive technologies focused on individual users, remote 
access frequently emphasizes mass technologies, in which communities par-
ticipate in coproducing material norms and practices. Listservs and discussion 
groups emerged on the internet that were devoted to specific disability com-
munities, such as chronically ill “spoonies” and neurodivergent people. In the 
2010s, remote access became a norm within “cross-disability” spaces, which 
included people with more than one type of disability. Crip making illustrates 
remote access in disability culture, including activist meetings conducted from 
beds with phones during the Occupy at Home movement, live webstream per
formances with ASL and image description, Zoom parties, and text-only email 
courses and Twitter conferences. Emerging archival projects document these 
practices, building on earlier research regarding histories of disability and print 
media, such as letters, newsletters, telegrams, and phone trees (e.g., Burch 2021: 
Williamson 2012).

Digital and internet-enabled forms of accessibility have shifted the availability 
of access labor: whereas previously, ASL interpreters and captioners had to be 
available in person, new technologies such as video conferencing enable stream-
ing access services. Artificial intelligence transcription services such as Otter.
ai enable broader accessibility, but also displace paid labor for access providers 
and often display racial and gender bias (Hickman 2019). “Mobile technologies,” 
such as the iPad, have promised access to language through assisted commu-
nication, but also produced inequalities of race, gender, and class (Alper 2017). 
Likewise, online digital communities enable disabled people to connect across 
long distances, but create inequalities within and among disability communities, 
such as when videos do not have closed captioning or websites are not built for 
screen readers, a technology used by blind people (Ellcessor 2016). Disability 
communities respond by exploring new design solutions. These points highlight 
considerations of how disability culture forms through “design friction” (Forlano 
and Mathew 2014), rather than consensus or heterogeneity.

The feminist STS concept of “protocol” (Murphy 2012) describes method-
ological practices that become both standardized and reiterated in pursuit of 
particular political goals. Crip making adopts protocol, alongside expert knowl-
edge, as a site of inquiry into design methodologies more generally. Because dis-
ability communities comprise diverse individuals with different access needs, the 
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design protocols for remote access are constantly being developed and rewritten. 
Emergent practices include developing protocols for rich textual descriptions 
of visual content (Finnegan and Coklyat, n.d.); hacking Zoom to integrate live 
captioning and audio description (Gotkin, Hickman, and Hamraie 2020); and 
developing apps that afford unique sensory, artistic, and even poetic experiences 
(Sheppard 2019). While these protocols purport to embody the disability justice 
principle of interdependence, questions remain about how lived and communal 
disability knowledge shaped them, and the technologies for which they create 
access. Remote access illustrates how such practices emerged, often in response 
to physical distance and technological mediation.

Protocols for Remote Access: Experiments in Crip Making

On a cold March afternoon in 2020, I turned on my laptop and clicked a URL 
to join a Zoom call. With my phone, I dialed into a different Zoom call, where I 
would be providing live audio description for the next hour. My computer screen 
revealed a grid of twenty faces, people seated before a screen. In the first image, a 
DJ sat at their table with mixing equipment and a speaker, backlit with pink light. 
In other boxes, partygoers wore outfits covered in glitter and sequins and swayed 
their bodies to slow tunes. A chatbox next to the images offered descriptions of 
the mood and speed of the music. Lyrics and spoken language were transcribed 
in on-screen captioning. An ASL interpreter signed the lyrics and other words. 
A team of volunteers worked as “access doulas” in the chat section, sparking 
conversation, describing sound, naming the songs, and making fun party banter.

The event was Remote Access: A Crip Nightlife Party, hosted by Critical 
Design Lab, a collaborative of disabled designers, artists, and researchers. Dis-
ability scholar and organizer (and lab member) Kevin Gotkin (aka DJ Who Girl) 
had been writing about histories of disability nightlife (Gotkin 2019). We started 
organizing the party as the COVID-19 pandemic took our teaching, organ
izing, and socializing online. We wanted to show what disabled communities were 
already doing with remote and digital forms of participation, as well as to create 
a space for our communities to share movement, celebration, and kinship in 
the midst of grief.

The party sought to bring elements of crip digital culture into a space of cele
bration and aesthetic exploration. Alongside the DJ set, Indigenous disabled art-
ist moira williams’s camera focused on natural materials—soil, rocks—in front of 
their screen. Taiwanese American disabled artist Yo-Yo Lin screen-shared work 
studying body movements and joints popping—a computerized image of a body 
moving in space, surrounded by orbs of neon light. The material, the elemental, 
the earthly, the embodied, and the digital married in an ecstatic jubilee of togeth-
erness and belonging as DJ Who Girl mixed together popular dance music with 
slower vibes.
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Muting my computer, I took my role as the live image describer by speaking 
into my phone. For the next hour, I described visual content while I danced along 
to the music and waved at my friends on the screen. When my shift was over, 
another participant took over. Many other participants did the same work via 
text in the chat box. On their own screens, participants danced and played. Sky 
Cubacub—a Filipinx queercrip fashion designer known for their neon spandex 
designs—danced in their studio with their mother. Cubacub wore a self-designed 
chainmail cap and a silver hologram outfit reminiscent of David Bowie, while 
their mother wore a long, flowing, neon skirt. In other screens, people danced 
with their hands, some voguing. Some wore costumes or masks, dressed as cats, 
or showed up in neon-pink furs. Others just sat and watched or listened to the 
music. Some showed their pets and other companions. Some sat outdoors.

Remote Access was not merely a celebratory event, however. It was also part 
of a series of research and design projects centered in the Critical Design Lab. By 
design, and due to access needs, physical distance, and living across many time 
zones, the lab already conducts all of our work remotely: we meet and host work-
shops using digital conferencing platforms with integrated captioning, and we 
create media (such as a podcast) and curate exhibitions using digital tools. But a 
Zoom party held for potentially hundreds of disabled people and allies also pre-
sented new challenges. The organizing team met to discuss what it would take to 
make an online party accessible. The graphics needed to be image-described and 
high contrast, legible for people with color-blindness. Though they were abstract 
and dynamic, the art visuals needed to have clear descriptions. The Zoom plat-
form itself also had to be tweaked. Because Zoom only picks up on sound in the 
human voice range, the music did not sound very bass-heavy through the com-
puter speakers. Also Zoom’s chat box, if relied on for image descriptions, would 
mute out the sound for screen-reader users, meaning that blind people would 
not be able to hear the descriptions of the screen at the same time as the music.

The party thus became a site of design experimentation through crip mak-
ing. We began by designing participation in the event with a protocol (Gotkin, 
Hickman, and Hamraie 2020), sharing it with many collaborators, incorporating 
feedback, and further designing the many ways of accessing information and aes-
thetics. In other words, the party itself (and the party-planning process) served 
as a design charette, an opportunity for real-time creative experimentation with 
the meanings of access. The “access doula” team (named by Gotkin), assembled 
from disabled artists and scholars we knew, formed a crucial piece of the techno-
logical puzzle. Working in shifts, we engaged with technology as a translational 
apparatus for also generating new poetics of crip culture and community. These 
descriptions and translations also appeared alongside party chatter, a digitally 
enabled form of sociality fostering collective belonging in the space.

Despite the pervasiveness of both social isolation and remote access in dis-
ability culture, many of our cultural spaces have been affected by the COVID-19 
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pandemic. Remote Access has been an ongoing party series, with the intention of 
further reiterating and making anew the social worlds that disability generates. 
But COVID-19 is also mobilizing disabled people to do what we have been doing: 
organizing mutual aid under difficult circumstances. Mutual aid is a central tenet 
of the disability justice movement, led by disabled people of color and queer dis-
abled people, and enacted through principles of collective access and liberation, 
anticapitalist politics, and leadership of the most affected (Berne et al. 2018). 
As the pandemic continues, mutual aid can look like saving lives and reducing 
harm. But it can also take shape as creating crip joy, holding space for crip pain, 
and forging networks of solidarity to break isolation. Remote Access is thus more 
than a dance party. It is an enactment of crip making through disability culture 
as a political act of mutual aid.
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