
Keeping Relaxed Performance 
Vital: Affective Pedagogy in the 
Arts  

Kimberlee Collins 
University of Toronto 

Chelsea Temple Jones 
Brock University 

Carla Rice 
University of Guelph 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. 

Recommended citation: 
Collins, K., Jones, C. T., & Rice, C. (2022). Keeping Relaxed Performance vital: Affective pedagogy in the 
arts. Journal of Literary & Cultural Disability Studies, 16(2), 179–196. 
https://doi.org/10.3828/jlcds.2022.14  



Keeping Relaxed 
Performance Vital: 
Affective 
Pedagogy in the 
Arts 
Abstract: 

Relaxed Performance (RP) has emerged as an arts-based praxis 

implemented across sectors in response to disability and other justice-seeking 

communities’ desire to access the arts. Across Turtle Island (North America), RP is 

becoming the “gold standard” for accessible performance arts, as sector norms 

evolve to demand accessibility and inclusion, prompting a desire for RP training 

in higher education. The upswell of interest raises concerns that RP is at risk of 

becoming an increasingly sought-after pedagogical commodity whose vitality 

could be co-opted in the interests of standardization and universality. Taking up 

Relaxed Performance (RP) as a justice-driven, arts intervention, we argue for 

maintaining RP’s vitality in the face of access standardization. Drawing on RPs at 
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three universities, we describe the affective potential of non-standardized and 

crip theory-informed RP now and in the future.  

Keywords: 
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Introduction 

Relaxed Performance (hereafter RP) has emerged as an arts-based praxis 

implemented across performance sectors as a response to disability and other 

justice-seeking communities’ desire to access the arts. In Canada, RP has 

become the “gold standard” for accessible performance arts, in-keeping with 

sector norms demanding that arts organizations understand inclusion, and 

prompting a desire for RP training in higher education (Jones et al.) The upswell 

of interest raises concerns that RP may risk becoming a commodity whose 

vitality is co-opted in the interests of standardization and universality. We outline 

findings from an 18-month RP Curriculum pilot project offered to 240 students 

across three universities in Southern Ontario (Jones et al). Our research builds on 

four years of RP training hosted in partnership by the British Council Canada and 

Bodies in Translation: Activist Arts, Technology and Access to Life (Bodies in 

Translation or BIT), a funded research project housed at the Re•Vision Centre for 

Art and Social Justice at the University of Guelph (LaMarre et al., Letting Bodies, 

Relaxed Performance). The British Council Canada developed and delivered 

trainings with trainers known as Access Activators, and we, the authors, carried 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=GJAROD
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out research into the impacts of the training. The RP Curriculum Pilot offered 

trainings to students across three sites: X University’s1 Department of Fashion 

Studies; York University’s School of Arts, Media, Performance & Design; and the 

University of Guelph Choir, School of Fine Art and Music. Representing three 

distinct sectors—fashion, theatre, and choir—the RP Curriculum Pilot placed 

trainers in post-secondary settings to guide students in planning and producing 

“relaxed” performances open to the public (Jones et al.).  

The work of producing these shows was rooted in community knowledge, 

and responsive to what one trainer called the “life giving” nature of vital—that 

is, intersectional, non-prescriptive, evolving, and affect-suffused—RP praxis. We 

note the phrase “life giving” as a means of echoing the lively, vitality evoking 

words used to describe RP by students and faculty including, “celebration of 

life”, “special kind of energy,” “joyful,” “distinctly different,” “a bit stressful,” and 

“game mode.” We argue that as RP expands across sectors, understandings of 

what it means to “relax” performances must include efforts to sustain RP’s 

affective vitality. We explore affective vitality through RP’s justice-oriented 

approach to difference (Hamraie and Fritsch; Rice et al, Imagining). We argue 

that to keep RP vital, it is imperative that pedagogical approaches resist 

compliance to vestigial university-, and sector- developed best practices, and 

 
1 In solidarity with Indigenous communities, we have removed the name Ryerson as it is a signifier 

of cultural and material genocide (Indigenous Students at X University, 2021).  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FxYjjG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=muj4Wd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=muj4Wd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=muj4Wd
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instead grow in consultation with local disability, D/deaf, and Indigenous 

communities in ways that reflect site- and community-specific performance 

needs. Drawing on concepts of disability justice and crip theory as taught to 

students in the RP Curriculum Pilot, we offer some purposefully open-ended 

suggestions on how to keep RP vital amid uncertain futures.  

RP and Cripping Affective Vitality in the Arts  

RP is an arts-based intervention that interrupts traditional performance 

norms and etiquette to create accessible performances. Tied to United 

Kingdom-based autism-related2 activism for accessible theatre (Fletcher-Watson 

and May) and children’s theatre (Fletcher-Watson), RP is practiced across arts-

based sectors, including Canadian arts organizations interested in complying 

with accessibility legislation (LaMarre et al, Relaxed Performance). RP “relaxes” 

conventions to enable non-normative participation and welcome difference 

(Fletcher-Watson and May). RP performances remove the stringent expectations 

of performance etiquette, anchored in affluent white sensibilities that became 

convention in the 19th century, by allowing audience members to stand up, 

move around, and make noise (Johnston). Though “relaxed” measures may look 

and feel different from one performance genre or show to the next, commonly 

 
2 We use the terminology “autism” when describing RP’s roots because it is the term that authors, 

activists, and participants use. Recognizing the systemic violence associated with biogenetic 

understandings of autism, we use “neuro-diverse people” or “people who have attracted the 

label of Autism” (see Douglas, Rice & Denborough) when possible. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=WTywbU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=WTywbU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Av92qR
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these include strategies such as quieter-than-usual sound cues, dimming of 

bright lights, and a “chill-out” space to support audience members in relaxing 

(Fletcher-Watson and May). Notably, RP is being employed in a variety of 

spaces outside traditional settings, such as movie screenings, festivals and even 

grocery stores (Fletcher-Watson and May). Herein, we take up RP as an 

interdisciplinary performance praxis across sectors. 

In Canada links between disability justice and RP have emerged. This is 

highlighted in the 2019 report describing the training of Access Activators 

(LaMarre et al, Relaxed Performance) which was supported by arts 

organizations Tangled Art + Disability and the British Council. Art organizations 

have begun to bring disability justice into conversation with RP. For example, the 

Disability Justice Network of Ontario in consultation with Hamilton Fringe hosted 

a pilot project to create a culture of radical accessibility, including RP 

(Baheerathan et al). Recent performances highlighting the overlaps between 

RP and disability justice include Cripping the Stage, May I Take Your Arm? and 

bug. 

Vitality—as a cultural concept, an embodied experience, and a critical 

praxis—attunes to the multi-dimensional flows of sensations and affects that 

dynamically shape social life and in this, evokes and embraces uncertain 

futures. Affect “always points to a future that is not quite in view from the 

present,” explain Melissa Greg and Gregory Seigworth (20). That the unknown, 
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uncertain shifting of affect can provoke heterogenous, even incongruous 

actions is well documented in disability studies, which notes that disabled 

people’s futures are always precarious (Kafer; Rice et al, Imagining). Jaspir Puar, 

Nirmala Erevelles, and others have theorized precarity along lines of difference 

by developing non-homogenizing, power-attentive understandings of disability 

that account for structural and discursive targeting of Black and Indigenous 

populations for debility. As Stephan Knadler describes, hegemonic knowledge 

regimes have used a hierarchical notion of vitality—who has it and who 

doesn’t—to regulate and exclude Black peoples in the Americas from the 

capitalist state. Marked correspondences in the egregious treatment of Black 

and Indigenous peoples under structures of colonialism and white supremacy 

indicate similar logics and affects have worked to cast both groups as non-

productive and non-vital (King; Rice et al, Difference-attuned).  

Vitality, when understood as a marker and measure of life’s energy and 

proximity to western humanism’s ideal human (a male-, white, euro-centric, 

propertied, and non-disabled standard) (Braidotti), carries with it a historical 

legacy of demands for proper being, development, and comportment (Rice, et 

al, Pedagogical Possibilities; Simpson). Knadler argues for new understandings of 

human differences as disability intersects with structures and relations of racial 

and colonial oppression that disproportionately impact Black and Indigenous 

peoples. Following Sarah Ahmed and with recognition of the harm caused to 

Black and Indigenous peoples under a hierarchically calibrated notion of 
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“vitality,” we assert a different, non-hierarchical, unmeasurable understanding 

of vitality—the expressive force and agentic potential of all life forms including 

humans in and across difference (Fowlie and Rice). Orienting to the vitality of 

difference not as lack or hierarchy but as abundance and potential affirms 

disabled lives imbued by affect and informed by recent advancements in 

disability arts in Canada (Chandler, Introduction; Chandler et al, Vital Practices; 

Mitchell et al).  

Performance-based research orients to affect as inevitable and desirable: 

performers and audiences alike affectively respond to art and engage by being 

present (Cavanagh). Affective vitality emerges in and through artistic and 

cultural creation; Maria Rosario Jackson et al. describe cultural vitality as 

“evidence of creating, disseminating, validating, and supporting arts and 

culture as a dimension of everyday life in communities” (Cultural Vitality, 4). Eliza 

Chandler describes embodied vitality as part of artistic practice (Creatively 

Engaging).  

To live a fulfilled complete, creative, energizing, vital life…requires that I 

have access to… being able to make art, to make culture, and it also 

means being able to experience arts and culture made by other disabled 

people reflective of the diversity in disability communities.  

Chandler, in conversation with academic and artistic colleagues, posits 

that disability arts comprise a vital practice (Vital Practices). 
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 Bringing affect into conversation with vitality, we consider creative and 

expansive ways that bodymind difference disrupts the surfacing of boundaries in 

the arts. Socioeconomic and cultural forces mobilize, and are mobilized by, 

affect and create affect economies which, in turn, shape individual and 

collective bodyminds (Ahmed, Cultural Politics, Affective Economies). Affective 

vitality considers embodied experiences of difference which impact and 

contour how individuals and members of social groupings feel, think, relate, and 

create (Gregg and Seigworth). This is the crux of what we call affective vitality: 

the creative force inherent in all life imbued with energy, sensation, and affect 

that shapes how access to life must be thought through the body, and the body 

thought through access, in ever-changing ways.  

In what follows, we explain that vitality in the RP Curriculum project 

emerged through RP’s emphasis on disability justice and crip theory—which 

name and confront oppressive systems such as ableism and colonization that 

exclude groups from the arts. Jennifer Nash suggests that beyond naming 

oppressive structures, we must consider how structures “move against (and 

inside of) our bodies” (30). It is with an affective tilt that we interrogate vitality in 

RP training now and in the future.  

RP’s first iterations focused on autism advocacy and theatre (Fletcher-

Watson and May). In Canada, arts organizations have demonstrated renewed 

interest in Disabled, D/deaf, and Mad arts in the last decade (Ontario Arts 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=wf0reo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=wf0reo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=wf0reo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=wf0reo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=wf0reo
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Council; Canada Council for the Arts; Toronto Fringe). The above examples of 

performances demonstrate that RP and disability justice are increasingly 

inseparable following the demand for arts access (LaMarre et al., Relaxed 

Performance). Disability justice is a U.S.-based activist movement which widens 

visions of liberation beyond a narrow individual rights framework toward broader 

systemic change through centering experiences of the most impacted 

(Hamraie). Crystalized by the Disability Justice Collective in California, its aim is to 

centre the lives of disabled Black and Indigenous people, other disabled people 

of colour, and queer disabled people who remain marginalized due to the 

singular focus on ableism in mainstream disability rights movements (Piepzna-

Samarasinha). Starting from embodied and embedded experiences of the 

interrelatedness of oppressions, disability justice asserts that “ableism works as a 

mechanism of white supremacy, capitalism and colonization by devaluing 

disabled bodies and minds as unnatural, invalid and unworthy across the lines of 

race, gender, poverty and citizenship” (Page, 7). This intersectional approach 

informs the RP Curriculum Pilot to include topics such as ableism, white 

supremacy, and colonization while paying homage to activism by Black, 

Indigenous, and other racialised people at the core of local disability arts 

movements. The need to centre disability justice was noted by participants in 

the first study of RP training in Canada (LaMarre et al, Relaxed Performance). 

The training outlined here is a direct outcome of the first round of research 
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recommendations, and intentionally centers disability justice to deliver a key 

lesson to learners: RP is political, and its politics contribute to its vitality. 

Prompted by the creative work of students and faculty behind the X 

University-based fashion show, “Beauty to Be Recognized,” who wished to not 

only relax but also to crip their show, we embrace the reclamation of “crip” as a 

way of exposing how bodymind difference can disrupt the everyday in creative, 

productive ways (Cripping the Arts; Fritsch 2015 as cited in Hamraie and Fritsch). 

Much of their work was inspired by the ‘Cripping the Arts’ movement, which 

centralizes “disability, Deaf, and madness in cultural production, representation, 

and experiences” to “disrupts and creates new cultural practices” (Chandler, 

Introduction, 4). We recognize that the term crip is used in fluctuating, contested 

ways and that it has not been universally accepted (Sherry; Gupta), however 

we employ crip theory to align with the curriculum described in this research.   

To “crip” is to position disability as desirable (Hamraie and Fritsch). 

Following “Beauty to be Recognized,” to “crip” a fashion show means that 

creators desire the presence of bodymind difference and work to welcome and 

centre disabled people in every facet of a performance. Some strategies used 

by “Beauty to be Recognized” producers included targeted recruitment of 

disabled models via social media; invitation for models to wear whatever made 

them feel comfortable; and encouragement of applause in American Sign 

Language (ASL) as an embrace of Deaf culture. In this way, cripping became 
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an invitational gesture that centered disability through a politics and an ethics of 

affirmation.  

Crip theory invites us to deconstruct cultural homogenization of our 

bodyminds, which exist—and are contested in—multiple cultural locations 

(McRuer, Crip Theory). It asserts that crip- experiences and -epistemologies 

should be centralized in efforts to counter the violence of ongoing 

pathologization, colonialization and neoliberalization and to access alternative 

ways of knowing and being (McRuer, Crip Theory). Like disability justice, crip 

theory resists inclusionist practices by situating disability as desirably generative 

(Hamraie and Fritsch). Here, to “crip” a show refers to the vital work of stretching 

RP beyond its own conventions.  

Describing the Project  

Recommendations suggest that RP training include concrete exercises to 

support trainees “to apply what they have learned by doing” (LaMarre et al, 

Relaxed Performance, 12). The RP Curriculum Pilot involved experiential 

activities: attending RPs; generating visual stories or Access Guides (information, 

images and maps about a performance, space, location, and 

accommodations to make performances more approachable); developing 

outreach material including accessible social media; and putting on RPs for 

various publics, among others. Aiming to support students and instructors to 
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incorporate RP principles and best practices into their disciplines, projects 

included: 

1. A crip fashion show called “Beauty to Be Recognized,” offered by 

students in X University’s Faculty of Communication and Design,  

2. Two theatre performances of “Goodnight Desdemona – (Good 

Morning Juliet)” produced by students in York University’s School of 

Arts, Media, Performance and Design; and,  

3. A community and student-based choral ensemble performance in 

the University of Guelph’s School of Fine Art and Music called “The 

Singing Spirit”.   

The RP Curriculum Pilot included approximately 240 students, and four 

faculty. Numbers of research participants and their roles varied given that RP 

training took place during class and rehearsal times, with varying attendance: X 

University (n=41); York University (n=100); and University of Guelph (n=100). Of 

these, 25 people participated in semi-structured interviews with researchers. 

Interviewees included undergraduate and graduate students across three 

disciplines (n=15), faculty (n=4), trainers/Access Activators (n=3) and community 

members (n=2).  

Data generation took place in-person and online between October 2019 

and October 2020. Between November 2019 and February 2020, we observed 

and participated in six RP training sessions, with Jones generating fieldnotes that 
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informed this analysis. York University students mounted a relaxed version of the 

play “Goodnight Desdemona (Good Morning Juliet)” and students at X 

University held the crip fashion show, “Beauty to be Recognized.” These shows 

closed with a post-performance Audience Response Survey (ARS) (n=94) 

distributed by researchers that included open-ended questions about audience 

members’ experiences of RP. We could not gather survey data from the 

University of Guelph’s “The Singing Spirit” performance as prior to opening night 

all performance venues were ordered closed due to COVID-19.  

With in-person activities restricted, we generated data through on-line 

interviews and artifact analysis. We scanned online materials such as access 

guides, posters, casting calls, and other materials generated by each site to 

understand how students communicated the “relaxed” nature of these 

performances. We also resumed interviewing participants by video using semi-

structured interview guides with questions related to participants’ experiences of 

training. Interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes, with ASL interpreters present 

as necessary. Notably, the question, “Do you plan to deliver RPs after the 

training?”, predicated on the possibility of live performances, took on a different 

meaning for those whose interviews took place before (n=14) than for those 

whose interviews took place after (n=11) the province-wide lockdown. While this 

disruption may be viewed as a limitation, we consider it an opportunity to take 

seriously the unknown, uncertain shifting future to which affective vital practices 

gesture.  
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Collins and Jones coded the interview transcripts using MAXQDA software. 

Our coding revealed seven main themes: impact on audiences; impact on 

participants; integration and interpretation of disability justice; impact on 

institutional policy; impact on organizational shifts; difficulties with/resistance to 

RP training; and the future of RP. We amalgamated these descriptive themes 

into the four analytic themes that inform the following analysis of RP vitality: 

developing RP pedagogy (impact on audiences and participants): usurping 

checklists (impact on institutional policy, difficulties with/resistance to RP); 

planning for intersectional RPs (disability justice, impact on organizational shifts) 

and moving RP online (the future of RP). 

Developing RP Pedagogy and Keeping it Vital  

Each RP training was led by trainers who engaged in “relaxed” 

pedagogy. On the recommendation of earlier research (LaMarre et al, Relaxed 

Performance), the British Council hired members of disability arts communities as 

trainers. The four trainers came from diverse artistic disciplines and backgrounds 

including playwright and dramaturg, designer, photographer, and cultural 

producer. Trainers drew from their lived experiences and artistic backgrounds to 

describe what it meant to “relax” space, including one instance where a trainer 

described her blindness to a classroom of students, and invited everyone to 

communicate by speaking aloud rather than raising their hands. She also 
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dimmed the lights in the room. Later, a student recalled this session as having a 

particular impact: 

I even remember thinking, “what if we could have just classes held in this 

similar way?” because [the trainer] … talked about how they were having 

a slow day and to bear with them. And they were going to give 

themselves space just to allow for the pace they were at that day. I 

remember thinking, … how much I appreciate when there are people 

leading a discussion … who are thinking about different kinds of 

accommodation for the different people that might be in their class. So, it 

really resonated… 

Students perceived this approach as a way of modelling empathy 

through access; however, the trainer later told us that she simply went “off-

script” to better “relax” the room. Another student described how this “off-script” 

pedagogy challenged their understanding of classroom norms: 

[B]eing confronted with ideas that you thought were progressive but then 

suddenly you are confronted with I wasn’t doing enough. … It was jarring 

but I didn’t feel uncomfortable. I felt challenged. I liked that because I 

was able to then take that training with me and then let other people 

know about it and other situations that I could incorporate into them.   



15 

While the RP curriculum centred best practices, the trainers improvised 

and advocated for structural-environmental change that could “relax” 

themselves and learners in the moment (Rice et al, Relaxed Performance). As 

Mel Y. Chen notes, affect “potentially engages many bodies at once, rather 

than (only) being contained as an emotion within a single body” (11). Through 

going “off script”, trainers engaged in RP pedagogy that takes on an affective 

vitality in how it mobilizes their own and others multisensory experiences to build 

collective cultural practices that open possibilities for engaging many learners at 

once through embodied praxis (Goodley et al.). 

The Curriculum Pilot aimed to train students in best practices. However, it 

became clear that RP pedagogy was its most vibrant when stretched beyond 

conventions. The move beyond best practices gestures to an ever-evolving 

understanding of accessibility informed by RP trainers with experiential 

knowledge of their own and communities’ needs for arts access. Nevertheless, 

the trainers’ non-prescriptive orientation to access created dilemmas for many 

students who received schooling in instrumentalist modes of education 

permeating our neoliberalized school system (Portelli and Oladi). This left them 

uncertain about how a checklist-based approach might fit into RP. One trainer 

teeter-tottered over this dilemma:  

What is a successful RP? What does it need to be RP? And it is kind of 

funny because we keep – we say, well there’s not a checklist – except 
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when there isn’t something [missing], then we’re like … well there 

should’ve been [a checklist].  

Some interviewees described RP as a non-perspective praxis while 

highlighting their desire for checklists to ensure that they met government-

legislated standards. One student from “Beauty to be Recognized” drew on a 

publicly available access guide from the 2019 Cripping the Arts symposium3 as a 

blueprint for their own access guide4. Having examples of accessibility standards 

developed by disabled, mad and D/deaf communities helped the student to 

think through “the dimensions” of the performance space: 

[H]ow accessible are these bathrooms, really? What services do they 

have, what things are available, how many washrooms are there? How 

are they marked? What kind of other washrooms are available? Are they 

gender neutral? … is it accessible for people with children? Is it accessible 

for people who menstruate and might need, um, hygiene products 

related to that?  

These questions speak to the benefits of checklists in RP planning; yet 

other learners advocated against prescriptive approaches. One disabled 

student said, “I don’t ever want there to be a list of ‘this is how you help 

 
3 See Cripping the Arts Access Guide. 

4 See Beauty to be Recognized: A Crip Fashion Show. 
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everyone with [my disability].” Importantly, as Margaret Wetherell notes, affect is 

always relational. Checklists may offer valuable, if provisional, starting points, but 

a responsive, context-specific RP pedagogy must orient to relational affective 

vitality. In moving away from best practices to learning from ever-changing 

facets of disability culture, one trainer came to describe RP as “life-giving”: 

[I]f you are completely unfamiliar with disability culture … with disability 

justice … you might understandably see RP as an annoying checklist of 

extra things that you don’t understand … But there’s so many lightbulb 

moments when people are exposed … to disability culture, and how 

access to the arts is so life-giving.  

Overall, interviewees described the benefits of applying both approaches 

at once: a check-list approach to support legislative compliance, and 

simultaneously, a flexible, justice-based approach that leaves room for affective 

embodied difference in the arts, thus preserving and proliferating vitality.  

Interviewees spoke to the need to keep RP vital by connecting training to 

intersectional disability culture. Yet, learners and instructors struggled to develop 

intersectional RPs. For instance, a Deaf student described concerns about the 

misrepresentation of Deaf communities, concluding that RP might be better 

“geared toward hearing folks.” We observed this in a relaxed show offering ASL, 

in which hearing actors signed dialogue. In a follow-up survey, an audience 

member wrote that this attempt may have worked to “‘crip up’ the 
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performance rather than to make it more accessible.”5 Arguably, training 

hearing actors to use ASL is insufficient to welcome the rich nuances of Deaf 

language and culture; and the decision to have non-Deaf performers perform 

Deafness may speak to a lack of awareness of the distinct grammar structure of 

ASL, which differs significantly from English, and knowledge that for many 

D/deaf people, English is a second language. Some participants expressed 

difficulty in grasping the difference that a stronger intersectional approach 

might make. As one faculty member noted: “It’s one thing to say you offer ASL 

interpretation, what does that mean when you actually have Deaf community 

members come to your theatre?” 

Additionally, interviews and Audience Response Surveys (ARS) revealed 

that the performances did not properly welcome Indigenous audience 

members using Indigenous protocols. One student received feedback from 

audience members after opening a show with “the standard kind of stand-and-

read-from-a-piece-of-paper land acknowledgement.” Similar feedback 

appeared in our ARS data, wherein one respondent wrote, “There should be 

proper pronunciation of the land acknowledgement. Everyone should be 

included.” Another survey respondent explained that reconciliation is not 

possible until settlers make more effort to pronounce the names of Indigenous 

 
5 Cripping up refers to where non-disabled and/or hearing actors take on the roles of disabled 

and/or D/deaf characters (see Drake).  
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nations properly, alluding to mispronunciation during a land acknowledgement. 

The difficulty learners confronted in appropriately and respectfully integrating 

both ASL and land acknowledgements into performances showed a lack of 

understanding of local D/deaf and Indigenous communities perhaps, reflecting 

an insufficiently decolonized and Deaf-focused pedagogy. 

The pandemic pressed many participants to think about what it meant to 

relax future performances. Questions on plans to deliver RPs prompted 

participants to re-imagine the future of arts in a pandemic and post-pandemic 

world. Some predicted that RP would become virtual, as one student noted: 

“COVID has definitely pushed performance and entertainment to a more digital 

landscape, which I think increases the accessibility of performance in general, 

but I don’t know how RP could work into it.”  

The possibility of taking RP online provoked realizations about the 

importance of digital vitality. Kathleen Stewart suggests that online audiences 

experience affect through the digital play on “impulses, sensations, 

expectations, daydreams, encounters and habits of relating…” (2007, in 

Garden-Hansen, 34). Acknowledging the possibilities that digital space affords, 

some participants felt that moving RP online would make performance more 

accessible because audience members would not have to navigate an 

inaccessible world and might instead access performances from the comfort of 

their homes. However, others noted how the transfer of RP to online spaces did 
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not always extend to supporting justice-based accessibility. Gesturing to uneven 

impacts of COVID-19, one student explained that RP training helped them to 

recognize the inaccessibility of much online activism: 

In light of Black Lives Matter and the [online] activism they have been 

doing. They’ve been doing it for a long time but it became especially 

heightened during the pandemic… I noticed after that there was a 

proliferation of infographics on Instagram. Which was interesting. But there 

also was a lot of inaccessibly designed ones. Which was frustrating. So, 

it’s... it’s something I notice in light of RP and just accessibility in everything 

really. 

Being able to recognize inaccessibility online comprises a valuable skill 

gained from RP training. Garden-Hansen, citing Ahmed, note “affect is what 

sticks, or what sustains or preserves the connection between ideas, values, and 

objects” (33). It is this ‘stickiness’, this relational praxis, that gets translated 

through technologically-mediated online spaces. In their account of translating 

RP toward other realms of digital activism, the above student demonstrates that 

vital, in-person RP lessons “stick” and can apply in digital realms.  

Four years ago, when our engagement with RP began, our aim was to 

establish “best practices.” What followed was the discovery of RP as far more 

expansive, open-ended and evolving—more vital—than originally imagined. 

Our findings demonstrate that to keep RP vital is to account for the multiple 
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contours of accessibility that emerge in RPs and RP training, many of which 

became apparent following data analysis and therefore settle here as future 

lessons. Together these lessons encompass ambitions for a critical RP pedagogy: 

a critical rethinking and reworking of access standards as a justice-driven 

process informed by intersectional embodied experiences and moving toward 

decolonization; and the urgent, ongoing need to experiment with and extend 

new ways to “relax” online performances. An RP pedagogy focused on 

embodied relationality aligns with crip theory in how it understands disability and 

identity to be relational processes whereby identity is both simultaneously 

affirmed and contested, ever shifting and in process (McRuer, Crip Theory). In 

considering subjectivity and affect we draw on Jaspir Puar’s assertion that 

critical thinkers cannot leave intersectionality behind; rather we can rethink it (in 

friction) with the Deluezian notion of the self-as-assemblage (Rice et al, Bodies). 

Approaching intersections as assemblages enables us to consider how affect 

flows through “subjects and relationships” (Rinaldi et al, 204). By reframing 

subjects intersecting with systems as a “cluster of complex and intensive forces” 

we can begin to map how RP’s affective vitality is maintained (Goodley et al, 

204). For RP to remain vital it must take up a relational and affirmative praxis 

which considers a politics of location, accountability, and transformation 

(Braidotti). Such processes do not promise “tidy finishes.”6 It is with an 

 
6 With gratitude, we borrow the phrase “tidy finishes” from a reviewer, who helpfully urged us to 

revisit our conclusion with attention to “some of the less tidied edges” of RP.  
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understanding of RP as learning, process, and evolution that we offer lessons 

below. These lessons are not static; they speak to our research experiences and 

are offered for consideration by others.  

Our first lesson in RP’s vitality came from observing trainers who “relaxed” 

classrooms by responding to their own and learners’ access requirements in the 

moment. Going “off-script” spoke to their “crip wisdom” and affective cultural 

mobilization, which stems from their place as disabled people engaged with 

local disability arts and justice movements (Kafer; Goodley et al; Wong). The act 

of usurping formerly established checklists was difficult. It meant stepping away 

from established accessibility norms and experiencing discomfort when the 

need for access became, at times, less prescribed and therefore less 

predictable. Yet, setting aside established access norms also demonstrated the 

vibrance that emerges when teachers and learners move beyond checklist 

approaches to their own creative cultivation of non-normative, context-specific 

RP pedagogy informed by the embodied affective praxis of local communities, 

disability justice and crip theory. 

Secondly, grounding RP training in disability justice makes its pedagogy 

well-suited to engage in decolonization as a vital practice--a realization that 

emerged in our final stages of data analysis and upon reflection. Following 

missteps in welcoming D/deaf and Indigenous audiences that are described in 

detail in Relaxed Performance: Exploring University-based Training Across 
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Fashion, Theatre and Choir, RP planners must be prepared to stretch beyond 

legislated accessibility standards. For example, it should not be assumed that 

integrating ASL into a show is the desired form of access for all D/deaf 

communities, or that securing hearing Sign Language Interpreters instead of 

D/deaf Interpreters is culturally appropriate or possible in all regions. In other 

work, we have gestured to the need for all RP training, and all RPs, to open with 

land acknowledgements and close with a debrief acknowledging histories of 

place, the colonial histories of the venue, and the performance itself (Jones et 

al). For example, if ASL interpretation and the inclusion of land 

acknowledgements are RP best practices, a vital practice might involve 

attending to calls for disability justice to center decolonization, and to Indigenize 

its work (Driskill, Rice et al, Decolonizing). As a first step, this would involve RP 

planning that includes time to consult with D/deaf and Indigenous communities 

to develop a stronger understanding of how these and other accessibility 

gestures might best support their access to the arts. As a relational, 

intersectional, justice-based praxis rooted in vitality, RP can call on growing 

knowledge of “what it means to be disabled on colonized lands” (Presley). 

Crucially, Indigenous disabled people experience unique barriers to accessing 

performances; as Jen Deerinwater (Cherokee) points out, “if your reserve 

doesn’t have roads, you aren’t getting [accessible] transit” (CBC Radio). 

Obviously, creating an Access Guide that highlights bus routes will not be 

enough for prospective audience members without access to roads. 
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Additionally, our final stages of data generation during COVID-19 teach us 

that a vital RP praxis must explore ways of developing and sustaining online 

performances. Some interviewees perceived this digital turn as an opportunity to 

blend physical and virtual spaces. We contend that it is through relational 

affective praxis rooted in disability justice that RP can gesture towards a “future 

that is not quite in view from the present” (Greg and Seigworth, The Affect 

Theory Reader, 20).  

Conclusion 

RP’s resistance to instrumentalization will ensure its vitality through keeping 

pace with disability justice and crip theory, activism, and cultural movements on 

which RP is founded. We view these foundations as offering embodied, 

embedded, and expansive insights about bodymind difference; and our 

research demonstrates that RP in Canada is increasingly concerned with 

relational, decolonial justice-based praxis and digital interventions. As the terrain 

for digital engagement with RP is emerging it remains unclear how RP will 

translate in online spaces, and we note digital forms of RP as an area for future 

research. Notably, as our second lesson demonstrates, a vital RP praxis requires 

and is shaped through reflection. By centring disability justice and crip theory 

within universities and across disciplines, our findings highlight the messiness of a 

process-based praxis. A vital RP praxis is a process with no clear ending, where 

there is no well-defined future. For this reason, just as RP trainers modelled 
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affective, vital practices in the classroom, we now offer what we consider to be 

a “life-giving” invitation to those dreaming about the future of disability, art, and 

access to life. RP rooted in disability justice and crip theory acts as a nexus, a 

connection point where relational, affect-oriented, vitality-invested praxis 

emerges. This stretching of RP practices fosters the kind of vital affective praxis 

which can only be developed in collaboration with communities and in ways 

that reflect site-specific access needs.  
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