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Roundtable ABSTRACT

Roundtable 15: The role of the disabled artist in the polycrisis — lived
experience, chronicity, and interdependence
Organizer: Justus Harris, Liza Bernstein

Abstract: The pandemic and climate crises are highlighting the interconnectedness of
individual and collective health, and artists with disabilities play a key role in shaping a
sustainable path forward. While artists like Jean-Michel Basquiat, Frida Kahlo, and Van
Gogh are well-known, the contemporary lived experiences of disabled artists in
reimagining societal health are less recognized. Artists affect, provoke, soothe, and
share unique perspectives essential to society's well-being.
Co-convenors Justus Harris, a Berlin-based American artist with type 1 diabetes and
patient experience strategist, and Liza Bernstein, a Brazil-based, South African-
American interdisciplinary artist, patient experience strategist, and founding member of
Stanford Medicine X’s ePatient Scholar program who is NED (No Evidence of Disease)
from three cancers, will facilitate this roundtable centering ePatient artists.
ePatients innovate engaging with the healthcare ecosystem as well as with technology,
to improve their individual and community health. ePatient artists expand definitions of
health and disability by expressing their lived experiences and technological adaptations,
influencing culture.
This roundtable will include up to four additional ePatient artists from diverse
intersectional backgrounds, connecting with delegates to explore how these experiences
can inform more equitable relationships and policies. Questions addressed include:
What unique perspectives do disabled artists bring to interconnected global crises?
What lessons can disabled artists offer in fostering vulnerable, interdependent
relationships of care across intersections?
What are the impacts and challenges of having an art practice on the lives of chronically
ill/disabled artists?
How do disabled artists influence cultural conversations in fractured, hostile online and
offline social environments?
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Phyllisa Deroze: Between Highs and Lows: Artmaking in the Rhythms of Diabetes

Justin Dougan-LeBlanc: Lived Experience as a Disabled Deaf Artist: The Impact of Core
Memories on Artistic Expression and Innovations

Justus Harris: How Disabled Creators Deal with Pervasive Cultural Ableism (Dawn
Gibson)

Donney Rose: Disrupting the 24-Hour Myth

SESSION PAPERS
Between Highs and Lows: Artmaking in the Rhythms of Diabetes
Phyllisa Deroze

"This presentation explores the personal and political intersections of chronic illness,
disability, and artistic practice through the lens of living with diabetes. Anchored in my
lived experience, I reflect on how my art emerges from the unpredictable terrain of
fluctuating blood glucose levels—created in the liminal spaces between hyper- and
hypoglycemia. Diabetes shapes not only when and for how long I can create, but also
what I create. Each piece becomes a record of negotiation: with exhaustion, frustration,
and the unexpected rhythms of my body.

Beyond the physical constraints, this talk also engages with the emotional and cultural
toll of navigating online communities that are ostensibly for people like me, but often feel
exclusionary and unwelcoming. These fractured, sometimes hostile, digital spaces have
shaped the urgency and content of my work. My art has become a space of reckoning—
a place where I confront my body’s refusal to perform as I wish, where I express rage,
disappointment, and defiance. And yet, it is also the site where I cultivate love, resilience,
and acceptance for my disabled self.

Through this discussion, I will examine how disabled artists like myself are not only
reshaping narratives about illness and ability, but also expanding the cultural imagination
in environments that frequently misunderstand or marginalize us. Art is not just a mode
of survival—it is a mode of resistance, of redefinition, and of radical visibility."

Lived Experience as a Disabled Deaf Artist: The Impact of Core Memories on
Artistic Expression and Innovations
Justin Dougan-LeBlanc

"The concept of core memories—formative experiences that shape an individual’s
journey—has deeply influenced my work as a Deaf artist. Born deaf, I view these
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memories not just as personal history, but as integral parts of my identity. My installation
works, Background Noise, explore the complex dialogue surrounding Deafness,
reflecting how personal memories and societal perceptions have shaped my art. Each
piece captures the tension between society’s perception of Deafness and the lived reality
of being Deaf.

In works like Can You Hear Me?, I revisit the “Charlie Chimp,” a toy used in audiology to
assess deafness, reimagining it to challenge its historical role in shaping my identity. Do
You Understand? addresses the limbo I experience between the Deaf and hearing
worlds, while Can You See Me? confronts societal views of the Deaf body as “broken.”

My experiences on Project Runway and Project Runway All Stars heightened my
awareness of hostile online and offline social environments, influencing my work as I use
art to resist and redefine identity. As a disabled artist, I bring a unique perspective that
challenges conventional notions of communication, perception, and accessibility, fueling
innovation in my practice. My art invites audiences to see disability not as a deficit, but
as a catalyst for new ways of thinking and connecting.

Through this roundtable, I will explore how core memories shape my work and contribute
to the broader conversation on disability, identity, and societal perceptions."

How Disabled Creators Deal with Pervasive Cultural Ableism (Dawn Gibson)
Justus Harris

My roundtable will focus on the following:

Capacities

Disability communities entered the COVID era with singular organizing skills of finding
each other, joining together, celebrating disabled life, bridging gaps, and mobilizing for
action at every possible scale. We were already living our lives online through Twitter
Chats, group forums, and other spaces and events. These community ties reach back
into our lives and into the real worlds of arts and culture, health, mutual aid, the economy,
and politics.

Barriers

Disabled creators have made the most out of online audience platforms, fundraising, and
converting this skillful cultivation into bigger things, but this side hustle culture isn't
always a good fit for our bodies and minds. Working harder, working more, or powering
through doesn't work with pain, stiffness, fatigue, or unpredictable abilities.

Pervasive cultural ableism frames our necessary adaptive approaches to life and work
as inferior, freakish, or strange. This dynamic was evident in the quick rebuke of virtual
meetings as COVID fears eased and in the scattering of Disability Twitter to many
different ""new places"". This marginalization, is cruel, but it also misses out on a readily
available supply of innovation and imagination.



P
A
G
E
1

The high incidence of poverty, issues with pain and fatigue, and insecure employment,
housing, and healthcare among disabled folks weigh heavily on a consistent artistic
practice. Even wealthy or financially secure disabled folks must spend a substantial
portion of their time and energy on basic subsistence before attending to their vocations
and relationships.

Disrupting the 24-Hour Myth
Donney Rose

A philosophy often callously overstated when discussing productivity is a theory that suggests
that “everybody has the same 24 hours in a day.” For people who live with disabilities, chronic
illnesses, or are considered immunocompromised, this logic is inaccurate and harmful. Artists
and creatives who live with disabilities debunk the mythical 24-hour cycle of creation, production,
ideation, and promotion of creative projects and products because the mythology does not factor
in what our bodies may or may not always allow for besides rest and healing.

Disrupting the 24-Hour Myth is a conversation designed to shed light on the obstacles,
inconveniences, and nuisances to productivity that artists/creatives of varying levels of disability
face, which distinguish their output from that of able-bodied artisans. Led by poet, arts educator,
and invisible illness advocate Donney Rose, this dialogue seeks to name the desires, barriers,
aspirations, and realities that disabled artists face when art-making in a panelist-led round table
format.

Panelists will engage in conversation with fellow disabled and immunocompromised artists who
have had similar experiences navigating the tension of productivity and the very real limitations
of being housed in bodies that are not always aligned with their ambition. Through honest and
vulnerable dialogue, Disrupting the 24-Hour Myth seeks to further interrogate the opportunities
and disadvantages presented to disabled artists, give agency to their plight, and consider a
radical reimagination of what the concept of productivity looks like for bodies that are not always
in a position to be ‘productive.’


