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Research Note on Comparison of Sports and
Artistic Activities of People with Disabilities

Kazuo OGOURA

(The Nippon Foundation Paralympic Support Center)

Both sports and artistic activities of people with disabilities are considered to promote
empowerment and to facilitate social inclusion. Both types of activities share many
problems to be tackled, tasks to be dealt with and social impacts to be valued. It is
however also true that there are a number of differences between the two.

This paper attempts to give a preliminary view on the common elements and
different perspectives based on research conducted on disability sports by The
Nippon Foundation Paralympic Research Group and the results of a survey jointly

being carried out by the Tokyo University of the Arts and the Research Group.
The comparison has been made in five different dimensions.

1. Individual empowerment and self-realization
common aspect— both sports and artistic activities can provide good
opportunities for people with disabilities to express themselves and realize their
potential.
different aspect — assessment of the results of activities can be relatively easy in
sports in comparison to artistic works.
Disability is more visible in sports activities, so that their impact in terms of

social education may be different from that of artistic activities.

2. Catalyst for liberating people with disabilities from “disability”
common aspect — through sports and arts, people with disabilities can overcome
and liberate themselves from “disability”.

different aspect —such “liberation” may be achieved in the case of artistic
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activities through the artistic expression of resistance or even revolt to established
norms or values, while such elements of resistance or revolt are rarely if ever
witnessed in sports.

In sports, such liberation tends to take the form of overcoming difficulties, and in
some cases, overcoming stifling social compassion associated with disability,
whereas in arts, liberation tends to be linked with expressing disability and with

turning disability into individuality.

. Catalyst for social inclusion
common aspect — both activities can be effective catalysts for people with
disabilities to become more “integrated” or “included” in society in general. In order
for both activities to function effectively as catalysts for social inclusion, they should
be supported by non-disabled partners or intermediaries and with appropriate fora

or places for the activities.
different aspect — in sports for people with disabilities, athletes in general aim at
reaching a point as close to non-disabled athletes as possible, while in arts,
uniqueness or differences from non-disabled works tend to be appreciated. Related
to this point, artistic activities sometimes imply criticism against the established
norms of the artistic world, while sports activities of people with disabilities tend to

comply with the norms of non-disabled sports.

. Catalyst for social reform
common aspect — both sports and artistic activities of people with disabilities can
give a new dimension or sharpen sensitivity in which or with which spectators and
audiences appreciate sports or arts, the consequence of which may sometimes lead
to the reform of existing social norms and conventions.
different aspect — because of the above-mentioned element of social criticism in

arts, sports may generally be more conservative in their roles in social reform.

. Commercial or economic activities
common aspect —in both sports and artistic activities of people with disabilities,
commercialization or the creation of commercial markets for those activities and

the professionalization of athletes and artists are essential for sustainability.
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different aspect — sports activities have strong competitive elements, so that it is
often not difficult to distinguish professionals or potential professionals from
amateurs. In arts, the transition between amateurs and professionals can be
seamless not only in terms of their skills but also in social exposure, as many
“artists” in Japan carry out their activities in welfare institutions.

In sports, competitions are institutionalized (for example, competitions between
schools, companies or local departments), thereby giving opportunities for people
with disabilities to participate in sports activities either as players or vicariously as
spectators outside welfare institutions. In arts, such opportunities are still

comparatively limited.
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