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Potential Contributions of Outsider Art to the Field of Social Services:
Through the Life Story of an Award-Winning Artist

Yasuko SUGITA

This paper focuses on an autistic man in his thirties with intellectual disabilities
and verbal communication difficulties who recently received an award for excellence at
a local exhibition of “Outsider Art”, a Japanese equivalent of 'Art Brut in Europe.
Reconstructing the subject’s life story through interviews with his parents and
published personal notes recorded by a staff member at his current institution, the
paper compares the responses of various schools and institutions to the subject’s
problem behaviors, describes the process through which his art received wide public
recognition, and examines subsequent changes in his behavior. Through this, the study
examines the impact of the Outsider Art movement on conventional practices in the
fields of education and social services for exceptionally talented people with intellectual
disabilities. The subject’s life story reveals that his problem behaviors, such as physical
aggression toward his peers, decreased when he was in educational and institutional
settings that responded to his special needs rather than imposing strict rules and
collective management, and that recognized the root cause of these behaviors as stress
due to difficulties with verbal communication and the lack of a secure place to create
uninterrupted. It was an artistically oriented staff member who recognized the value of
the subject’s art. This person’s persistent efforts to persuade the subject to submit his
work in a public exhibition and the acclaim that followed receipt of the award helped
the subject to emerge from his autistic shell and become more open. On the basis of
this life story, the paper proposes that learning about and introducing fresh
perspectives from other fields such as the Outsider Art movement is important for
improving the quality of support provided by schools and institutions for people with

intellectual disabilities.

Keywords : Outsider Art, intellectual disabilities, autism, problem behaviors, life story
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