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				Ought: The Journal of Autistic Culture is a peer-reviewed, biannual journal that publishes scholarly and creative works examining and exploring autistic culture. Ought is dedicated to amplifying autistic voices and centering autistic creativity, while including contributions from allistic caregivers, educators, and allies. We strive to create a community that mentors early career researchers, poets, and artists, as well as showcasing the work of leading scholars in the field. Ought is committed to celebrating autistic joy and artistry while offering honest and authentic explorations of difficulty and challenge. In blending creative and critical works about autism, Ought also seeks to break down barriers between academic disciplines, between genres of artistic expression, and finally, between autistics and allistics. Ought is the conversation about autism as it ought to be.

				Language and Labels

				Ought uses identity-first language to refer to autistic individuals. Identity-first language communicates our commitment to neurodiversity and aligns with the journal’s focus on autistic culture. Ought does employ the term  “Autism Spectrum Disorder” to refer to autism, given the widespread use of this term in autism-related research. Nevertheless, Ought recognizes and values contributors who resist the pathologizing term “disorder.”

				 Submit to Ought: The Journal of Autistic Culture

				Ought welcomes contributions from scholars, researchers, writers, and artists. Contributors are the initial owners of the copyright to their submitted pieces. For more information and the latest calls for submissions, please see http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/ought.

				About the Cover ImageNot a Monolith is a digital collage by the Canadian artist Stéphanie Gibeault. This work addresses the exhaustion that comes from being constantly labeled and reduced to inaccurate narratives. Inspired by René Magritte’s idea that “everything we see hides another thing,” the piece explores the gap between external perception and internal reality. Cover design by Rachel Heartwood.
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				Note from the Editors: On Misinformation

				Misinformation about autism and autistic people has a very long historical precedent: it existed in the myths and superstitions of the pre-modern era, was perpetuated by early twentieth- century science and medicine seeking to categorize and classify autistic children and adults, thrived in the regressive Freudian psychoanalysis of the 1960s and 1970s, and is flourishing now, in the Information Age, through unchecked social media discourse. Deliberate misinformation about autism, especially the promulgation of the exhaustively debunked MMR childhood vaccine theory, is now state sanctioned. This misinformation has shaped both policy toward vaccination and public perception of autism. A 2024 Annenberg poll, for example, found that one in four Americans distrust the science showing no connection between autism and vaccines (Van Beusekom, 2024). 

				This issue of Ought focuses on misinformation, acknowledging that we are in living contradictory times, seemingly at both the zenith of autism awareness and at a new nadir, when autistics are publicly proclaimed to destroy families and to be incapable of holding jobs or falling in love. Many articles included here address how this kind of misinformation harms both autistics and allistics alike. In her analysis of autistic distress, Katrine Callander argues that misinformation goes beyond just the “problem of incorrect facts or public misunderstanding . . . [it] also operates at a deeper structural level through the ways autistic experiences are recognized and believed.” Adam Ellis’s deeply personal autoethnography recounts his coming to terms with his daughter’s diagnosis and his rejection of grief—itself a kind of misinformation that Ellis had internalized, even as an autistic person himself. Joy Lu continues to examine autism in Chinese language, culture, and society, where stigma has made accurate information hard to come by. 

				Other articles explore how autism is represented in cultural stories, sometimes in reductive fictional tropes that perpetuate stereotypes, as Sara Allard argues; and other times, in affirming, autistic-authored portrayals that articulate the themes of neurodiversity movement, as in the play Chameleon, analyzed here by Sarah Jane Nuttall and Jessica Telling, the playwright. Peter Smagorinsky reviews Joe Harkness’ new work, Neurodivergent by Nature. Jenée Stanfield reflects on her own experiences as a creative, arguing that 
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				“storytelling, artmaking, stimming, community building—allows autistic individuals to leave evidence of our existence.” This issue leaves reams of such evidence, in the form of poetry by Jan Wozniak and artwork by Lauren Armstrong, M Best, Diogo Santos, Hannah Singleton, and our cover artist, Stéphanie Gibeault. We hope these expressions “make misinterpretation a medium” as Jan Wozniak writes, “and build from its noise a signal they cannot mistranslate.”

				—Robert Rozema
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				Misinformation Machine

				They keep inventing new ways to describe me: case study, epidemic, puzzle, contagion, Rain Man redux. My diagnosis goes viral again every April, hashtagged with ribbon-shaped empathy. Someone on the news says we still don’t know what causes it, as if I were a crop failure, as if they’d lost me somewhere between fridge-mother theory and pharmaceutical prophecy.

				In another life, I auditioned for normalcy and got typecast as a cautionary tale. The teleprompter called me special needs with a smile that tasted of disinfectant. They built a museum of me without asking for my bones, every exhibit flickering with captions that almost rhymed with truth. I walked through my own misinformation, glassed in by pity.

				A documentary re-enacts my life using soft-focus lighting. An actor studies me like a dialect he intends to gentrify, practices how to avoid eye contact convincingly, and wins an award. I pay for the subscription that streams my erasure in HD. 

				Meanwhile, the government releases a white paper titled “Emerging Neuro-Risks in the Digital Era.” It warns that autism might be increasing, as if we were carbon emissions, as if inclusion could be capped and traded. Somewhere, a consultant drafts a national strategy on empathy with measurable outcomes. The budget allocates compassion by the fiscal year.

				Online, influencers sell detox kits for developmental differences; parents livestream interventions like public baptisms. An algorithm suggests I might enjoy videos of people pretending to fix me. I click anyway; familiarity is its own narcotic.

				But in the underground servers, the autistic counter-narrative hums alive. We rewrite diagnostic codes into poetry, remix research abstracts into memes that refuse containment. We build our own DSM, naming it the Divine Sensory Manifesto. We annotate every myth until it collapses under metadata.

				When they say autism steals children, I reply, capitalism steals adulthood. When they ask for a cure, I offer them a mirror. When they pity my 
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				loneliness, I show them my group chat of prophets, coders, and chaos-gardeners already designing the next universe: one where eye contact is optional and honesty isn’t pathologized.

				At night, I feed my misinformation to the recycling bin of dreams. It returns as compost for another kind of language: one that grows sideways, mycelial, out of error and repetition and joy misread as malfunction. Tomorrow the headlines will name us again. We will rename ourselves faster. We will make misinterpretation a medium, and build from its noise a signal they cannot mistranslate.

				—Jan Wozniak 

				Jan A. Wozniak, MSW, MA, APPA, is an autistic writer, disability advocate, therapist, and clinical scholar based in Toronto. He recently completed his Master of Social Work at the Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work at the University of Toronto and currently serves as a Program Engagement Co-Facilitator and Researcher at the Azrieli Adult Neurodevelopmental Centre (CAMH). His works have been featured in a number of journals and publications, including Acta Victoriana, Autism, Autism in Adulthood, Canadian Journal of Autism Equity, CBC Books, Intersect, JIRIRI, Spectrum, The New Quarterly, and Wordgathering.

			

		

	
		
			
				10 ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  

			

		

		
			
				When Distress Is Misread: Autistic Credibility and the Politics of Interpretation 

				Katrine Callander 

				Misinformation about autism is often understood as a problem of inaccurate facts, stereotypes or public misunderstanding. This essay argues that misinformation also operates at a deeper structural level through dominant interpretive frameworks that shape how autistic experiences are recognized and believed. In practice, this includes situations in which autistic distress is misread within clinical and institutional settings, for example, when shutdown is seen as non-compliance, muted affect as absence of suffering or difficulty narrating experiences as confusion or unreliability. In particular, these frameworks can misread autistic trauma and undermine autistic credibility. 

				Drawing on participatory narrative research with autistic women, the essay examines how experiences of harm are frequently interpreted through frameworks that position distress as dysfunction or individual deficit rather than as relational, cumulative and socially produced. The research is grounded in life story interviews that prioritize first-person meaning-making and participant agency. Rather than imposing predefined categories of harm, participants were invited to describe their experiences on their own terms, foregrounding autistic epistemologies that challenge dominant knowledge. The analysis is also informed by the researcher’s own positioning as an autistic researcher working within these conversations. 

				Across 58 life-story interviews, participants described a recurring pattern in which autistic women’s suffering was systematically misread. Shutdown, masking, atypical affect or non-linear storytelling may be treated as evidence that nothing is wrong or that the individual is unreliable. These distortions shape whose experiences are recognized as credible while contributing to cycles of dismissal and misrecognition. The processes constitute a form of structural misinformation because they systematically distort the meaning of autistic experience under dominant social structures. Misinformation operates both through false claims about autism and through the frames 
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				that determine how autistic lives are understood and whose accounts are considered credible. 

				Bringing together first-person narratives with feminist theory, critical disability studies and scholarship on epistemic injustice, the essay situates autistic credibility within broader debates about power, knowledge and recognition. It explores how credibility functions as a political resource unevenly distributed across bodies and minds. It traces the consequences of being persistently misread while also highlighting how autistic women resist these distortions by reclaiming narrative authority. The sections that follow examine how these perspectives shape what counts as harm, how they operate in clinical encounters and how autistic women challenge and rework these conditions. By reframing misrecognition as a form of structural misinformation, the essay contributes to wider conversations about whose knowledge counts and what it means to interpret autistic experience on autistic terms. 

				Interpretive Frameworks and Autistic Distress 

				If misinformation operates through interpretive frameworks that shape how autistic lives are understood, a further question follows: how do they determine what counts as harm in the first place? Recognition of distress depends on social expectations about how suffering should appear, how it should be communicated and who is considered credible. 

				Research has increasingly documented high rates of violence, victimization and trauma among autistic women (Cazalis et al., 2022; Douglas and Sedgewick, 2024). Yet explanations for this vulnerability often remain framed in terms of autistic traits themselves. Clinical models frequently attribute trauma risk to characteristics such as communication differences or social vulnerability (Kerns et al., 2015; Haruvi-Lamdan et al., 2018). In these accounts, vulnerability is largely located in autistic embodiment rather than within harmful environments. 

				Such notions illustrate how explanatory structures actively shape the meaning of distress. As disability scholars have long argued, categories of difference organize social perception and authority. Deviance, Becker observes, is not inherent behavior but the outcome of social judgment: “social 
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				groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes deviance” (1963:8). When autistic responses to harm are considered through normative expectations of behavior and emotional expression, experiences of injury may be translated into other meanings. This translation has significant consequences. Trauma responses may be reframed as emotional instability, dissociation as avoidance, masking as evidence of coping, and shutdown as non-compliance. In these situations, distress is reclassified, shifting the frame from harm to dysfunction. 

				Trauma scholarship has long challenged models that treat harm as a singular, clearly identifiable event. These insights are helpful here in understanding cumulative harm, but the focus of this article is on how such experiences are interpreted and recognized. Herman’s work with survivors of prolonged violence demonstrated that trauma frequently unfolds through extended relational dynamics that reshape identity and self-perception over time. She describes patterns including “disturbance of affect regulation… disturbed self-perception [and] relationship problems” that develop under sustained conditions of abuse (Herman, 1992:67). Feminist trauma scholarship emphasizes that trauma is not necessarily exceptional or event-based but may accumulate as part of repeated experiences of invalidation or social exclusion embedded within everyday social relations (Brown, 2017). 

				For autistic women, these cumulative dynamics often intersect with longstanding conditions of misrecognition. Autistic forms of communication, embodiment and narrative expression frequently diverge from dominant expectations about how distress should appear. Professional understandings of distress often rely on narrow indicators of credibility such as visible emotional cues, coherent narratives and recognizable behavioral responses. When distress does not conform to these expectations, it may be interpreted as resistance or personal instability rather than as evidence of harm. 

				Trauma itself is part of the issue, but so are the ways it is recognized and interpreted. As Butler (2004) argues, ideas about who is recognized as fully human are socially produced and unevenly distributed. The norms that make some forms of suffering intelligible can render others difficult to recognize. They operate through prior systems that determine which forms of suffering are recognized as meaningful. 
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				What counts as harm is therefore shaped by norms rather than simply by events themselves. If dominant frameworks position autistic difference primarily in terms of deficit or dysfunction, experiences of injury may be reframed in ways that obscure relational and structural conditions of harm. Under these conditions, distress does not disappear. Instead, it becomes difficult to name or address in the systems responsible for recognizing and responding to it. To understand autistic trauma, it is necessary to examine the environments in which suffering is recognized or dismissed. It is here that the boundary between distress and dysfunction is drawn. Misinformation can shape what autism is believed to be as well as what autistic harm is allowed to mean. 

				Research Approach: Listening Differently 

				In response to the interpretive distortions outlined above, this study draws on a participatory narrative approach designed to foreground autistic women’s own understandings of their experiences. The research is based on qualitative life-story interviews that prioritize first-person meaning-making and situate experiences of distress within broader social and relational contexts. Narrative methods enable participants to articulate how they understand their lives over time, rather than reducing distress to isolated symptoms or predefined diagnostic categories. This approach reflects a broader commitment in critical autism research to center autistic perspectives and address the historical absence of autistic voices within clinical and academic discourse. 

				The study was conducted with 58 autistic women aged 25 and over who either self-identify as autistic or received a formal diagnosis in adulthood. Participants ranged in age from early adulthood to midlife and most had received their autism diagnoses in adulthood following extended periods of misunderstanding and misrecognition across healthcare and wider social contexts. Trauma types were deliberately not predefined within the recruitment criteria, allowing participants to describe experiences of harm in their own terms rather than fitting them into externally imposed categories. Interviews were conducted using flexible formats, including video, audio and written communication, in order to support accessibility and trauma-informed participation. 
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				This methodological design reflects the view that knowledge about trauma and marginalization is relational and situated. My own positioning as an autistic researcher is therefore treated as part of the interpretive process, requiring reflexivity about how shared experience, power and meaning-making shape both the research encounter and the analysis. In this way, the research attempts to create conditions in which autistic women can define harm and distress on their own terms, rather than through assumptions that frequently misrecognize autistic experience. This article draws on the same qualitative dataset as forthcoming work examining trauma recognition within clinical and diagnostic systems, though it develops a distinct argument focused on structural misinformation. The following section examines how these dynamics operate in practice. 

				Structural Misinformation in Practice 

				The excerpts presented here are illustrative examples drawn from the larger set of multi-stage life-story interviews, selected to illuminate recurring thematic patterns across participants’ accounts. The interpretive distortions outlined above become particularly visible in encounters with mental health services. The accounts discussed here draw on life story interviews with autistic women who had sought support from mental health services at different points in their lives. Many described repeated attempts to seek support prior to diagnosis. Pseudonyms are used throughout to protect anonymity. Participants repeatedly described situations in which distress was not recognized because it did not conform to socially familiar patterns of emotional expression or narrative coherence. In many clinical contexts, distress is recognized only when it matches familiar expectations about how trauma should appear. When autistic women diverge from these expectations, their experiences are frequently reinterpreted in ways that obscure rather than illuminate harm. 

				Several participants described how muted affect, shutdown or difficulty communicating in emotionally charged environments were taken as evidence that nothing was wrong. Clara reflected on previous attempts to seek therapeutic support: 

				“I did see various counselors for mental health help but I never felt safe . . . In past therapeutic contexts I felt either that there was a lot 
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				wrong with me, or that my challenges weren’t really seen at all because I was presenting in a seemingly ‘emotionless’ way and found it hard to express myself. I was often heavily masking.” 

				Her description illustrates a recurring gap. The apparent absence of visible distress reflected a long-developed strategy of emotional containment shaped by years of masking. Yet within a clinical framework that treats emotional expressiveness as the primary marker of suffering, this presentation became evidence that her difficulties were either minor or self-generated. As Foucault (1980) observes, institutional knowledge systems privilege forms of understanding that align with established professional categories while marginalizing forms of experiential knowledge that emerge from lived experience. The strategies that had enabled Clara to navigate overwhelming environments simultaneously rendered her distress unintelligible in therapeutic encounters. 

				Other participants described struggling to participate in the implicit emotional scripts of therapy itself. Psychological interventions frequently assume that distress can be narrated in coherent and emotionally recognizable ways. When individuals cannot meet these expectations, the mismatch is often interpreted as resistance or lack of engagement. Ruby recalled feeling confused by expectations that she should narrate her distress in ways that felt both unfamiliar and inaccessible: 

				“I tried counseling. I only went a couple of times. I didn’t get it . . . I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say or what they were doing. Looking back, the counselor probably wasn’t trained to deal with the level of whatever I was bringing.” 

				Ruby’s difficulty did not arise from a lack of distress but from the mismatch between autistic modes of communication and the expectations embedded within therapeutic practice. Research on autistic communication shows that autistic narratives of distress may be structured differently from neurotypical expectations, particularly when individuals are asked to recount emotionally complex experiences in unfamiliar social environments (Norris et al., 2020). Interpreting these differences through neurotypical communicative norms can lead clinicians to misread autistic distress as disengagement or resistance. As a result, the inability to perform distress in institutionally 
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				recognized ways can itself become evidence that support is unnecessary. Shutdown responses created a similar issue. Bella described attending therapy sessions for almost two years while experiencing prolonged periods of nonverbal shutdown: 

				“My GP sent me to a psychologist. I went nonverbal. For nearly two years I turned up every week, sat in the room for an hour saying nothing and left again. They got very frustrated with me. The therapist would ask me about my emotional response and I had no idea what it was.” 

				Clinicians interpreted Bella’s shutdown, a common autistic response to overwhelming or ambiguous social environments, as refusal or non-engagement. Her silence did not signal indifference or resistance but a physiological and cognitive response to distress. However, because it failed to produce recognizable emotional cues, clinicians interpreted her behavior through existing behavioral categories rather than recognizing it as an expression of overwhelm. 

				Distress was therefore translated into clinically familiar meanings. Several participants described their experiences being reframed through psychiatric categories that did not fully reflect their lived realities. Eden recalled being diagnosed with anxiety, depression and eventually borderline personality disorder before later recognizing autism as a more meaningful way of understanding her experiences. Rather than prompting reconsideration of how distress was being interpreted, these diagnoses often reinforced the assumption that the problem lay within the individual. Research on diagnostic overshadowing demonstrates how clinicians frequently attribute distress to psychiatric disorders rather than recognizing the role of neurodivergence or trauma in shaping experience (Pezzimenti et al., 2019; Botha & Frost, 2020). Participants’ interpretations of their own experiences were displaced by professional narratives that framed trauma as emotional instability or individual deficit. 

				Therapeutic encounters could also produce forms of interpretive correction in which professional expertise displaced participants’ own attempts to make sense of their experiences. This illustrates how epistemic authority operates within therapeutic relationships. Rather than exploring the participant’s 
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				experiences, clinicians imposed explanatory structures that prioritized professional knowledge over lived expertise. Such dynamics reflect what Fricker (2007) describes as testimonial injustice, in which individuals are systematically treated as less credible interpreters of their own experiences within unequal epistemic relationships. Kiera described an interaction in which she attempted to explain feelings of being gaslit in a relationship: 

				“When I started to explain why I felt gaslit, the therapist stopped me and said I had the definition of gaslighting wrong. She spent fifteen minutes explaining the origins of the word instead.” 

				In this exchange, the therapist displaced Kiera’s attempt to articulate harm by asserting professional expertise. Rather than exploring the meaning of Kiera’s experience, the interaction repositioned the clinician as the final authority. Moments such as these reveal how epistemic authority operates within therapeutic relationships, often privileging professional knowledge over experiential understanding. These accounts show how autistic women were often required to present distress in ways that matched institutional expectations of emotional expression and behavioral recognizability. When their experiences diverged from these expectations, clinicians frequently construed the divergence as evidence that distress was exaggerated or incorrectly understood. In this way, participants were not failing to communicate their suffering. The considerations used to evaluate their accounts were unable to recognize it. 

				Seeing these dynamics as a form of structural misinformation highlights that the problem lies not only in inaccurate ideas about autism, but also in the assumptions that shape how distress is recognized and believed. As Melody observed, clinicians were often “more interested in fitting me into their hypotheses than actually understanding what I was experiencing.” 

				In such encounters, participants’ accounts were actively reinterpreted through professional frameworks that displaced their own meanings. For many, these encounters reinforced the feeling that their experiences would continue to be misunderstood. Leah described how seeking support could feel: “like trying to navigate a maze blindfolded… I get the impression that no one cares and would prefer me to just disappear.” Structural misinformation shapes how autistic distress is interpreted by others. When autistic forms of 
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				communication or emotional expression fall outside familiar expectations, suffering can become difficult to recognize as harm. 

				Credibility, Consequences and Resistance 

				Structural misinformation affects more than isolated moments of misunderstanding. It also shapes who is treated as a credible interpreter of their own experiences and whose accounts of harm are believed. As Fricker (2007) argues, credibility is not evenly distributed but shaped by social expectations about whose testimony appears trustworthy. When individuals are positioned outside these expectations, their accounts may be discounted before they are fully heard. 

				For autistic women, credibility is frequently mediated by norms of communication, emotional expression and narrative coherence. Participants repeatedly described situations in which their experiences were dismissed because their accounts did not conform to what professionals expected genuine distress to look like. Muted affect could be interpreted as evidence that nothing was wrong, while difficulty articulating experiences in linear or emotionally expressive ways could be treated as confusion or exaggeration. Professionals often subtly reclassified participants as unreliable narrators of their own experiences. This is another example of Fricker’s (2007) concept of testimonial injustice, in which credibility is shaped by socially embedded assumptions about identity. 

				The consequences of these patterns were significant. Many participants described growing reluctance to seek support from systems that had repeatedly dismissed their experiences. For some, this resulted in avoiding mental health services altogether, even during periods of acute distress. Others described internalizing these misinterpretations, questioning whether their own perceptions of harm were legitimate. Repeated experiences of being disbelieved could therefore produce cycles of withdrawal and self-doubt. Distress became increasingly difficult to articulate within environments that had already demonstrated an unwillingness to recognize it. 

				Participants also described developing alternative ways of understanding and naming their experiences. For some, receiving an autism diagnosis later 
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				in life helped them reinterpret earlier experiences outside the pathologizing narratives they had previously encountered. Others described finding validation in autistic communities, where shared experiences enabled forms of knowledge that had been dismissed in clinical settings. Participants described reclaiming narrative authority over their own lives and challenging the structures that had previously rendered their distress unintelligible. 

				These accounts also show how autistic people create forms of understanding outside dominant clinical narratives. Autistic communities, peer support networks and shared experiences offered many participants ways of interpreting distress that felt more recognizable and meaningful. Rather than relying solely on professional frameworks, they described developing their own ways of understanding distress and making sense of their experiences. These perspectives challenge assumptions about who has the authority to define autistic experience and what forms of knowledge are treated as legitimate. 

				Why Interpretation Matters 

				Misinformation about autism is often framed as a problem of incorrect facts or public misunderstanding. This essay has argued that misinformation also operates at a deeper structural level through the ways autistic experiences are recognized and believed. When dominant systems rely on narrow expectations about emotional expression, communication and narrative coherence, autistic distress can be systematically misread. Harm may be overlooked or reframed through categories that translate trauma into dysfunction or individual deficit. Understanding misinformation as an interpretive problem shifts attention away from isolated inaccuracies and toward the broader assumptions that shape credibility and recognition. Whose suffering becomes intelligible and whose accounts are dismissed are therefore questions of power rather than simply informational accuracy. 

				Attending to these dynamics has implications beyond autism research. For scholars, it highlights the need to interrogate the epistemic assumptions embedded within research and professional practice. For clinicians and practitioners, it highlights how institutional expectations shape how distress is recognized and interpreted. And for advocates, it reinforces the importance of autistic voices in shaping how autistic lives are understood. 
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				Challenging misinformation about autism also requires widening the ways autistic experiences are recognized and meaningfully understood. 
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					Change the Environment, Not the Changeling. Oil paint on canvas (2026) 
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				Artist’s Statement: Changelings: A History of Misaligning Autistic PeopleChangelings, the folklore primarily from Celtic, Germanic, and Nordic cultures, strongly overlaps with historical depictions of autism, as well as other neurodivergence and disabilities (Eberly, 1988). This is a misinformed, pre-scientific explanation of disability and difference, of losing children through fae kidnappings, when children are replaced by a creature in another form than the original child (Whalen, 2023). 

				The concept of a changeling sent fearful projections to the forefront and resulted in ableist violence and fillicide. Christianity further embedded misinformation through its promotion of changelings within a demonic framework (Peterson, 2021). So strong is the symbolism that the remnants of this theory are still felt today within misinformation about autistic people and those with other disabilities. This is seen through notions of othering and being non-human, the narrative of loss and stealing, alienation and as a damaging and disruptive entity to an otherwise “normal” family structure. 

				About Change The Environment, Not The ChangelingOil paint on canvas, 29.7x42cm, 2026

				I have responded to this theme of misinformation with a neuroqueering intention (Walker, 2021). I subvert the changeling narrative by allowing these children to grow into prosperous adults. I hope to embolden anyone subjected to these misinformed narratives, past and present, through attributing power to them through their posture, styling and expressions, in spite of their visible differences. The energy and thought processes that went into the painting acknowledge that those who were historically attributed as changelings existed and to honor their memory. They were valid as they were. They deserved to find adaptive environments to suit their needs and be accepted within their family structures. The painting is a reclamation and celebration in response to misrepresentation. 

				The portrait shows generic visual differences, capturing a sense of an otherness. The person is portrayed with darkened eyes contrasting with lightened irises, referring to the changelings of D&D lore. The subject is portrayed with a strength and a changemaker stance, with a heart emblazoned on their clothes. They are akin to a Joan of Arc in their heroism. I want changelings to experience elevation and power.
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				About Autistic (Un)AlienationOil paint on canvas, 30x40cm, 2026

				The blue/green hues in this painting give a nod to the alien trope, except the norm is challenged by depicting a glamorous and confident empowerment. There is a clear distinction between the typical perceptions of aliens and the othered and the reality of this portrait, which has an appealing and sought-after aesthetic. You’d want to be part of their crowd.
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				Hannah Singleton is a portrait and figurative artist based in West Sussex, UK. Hannah received her BA in English at University of Sussex (2004) and blends the influence of the written word into her art practice. Hannah’s paintings are bold and enticing visual statements that invite the viewer into a shared kinship of curiosity. Hannah is fueled by inventive ways of looking and often responds to gaze, power and agency. Hannah represents lived experiences as an autistic person and paints truths out loud. She balances weighty topics with a playful openness and creates art as a way of perspective-making.
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				The Unexpected Gift: Using Hip-Hop and Autoethnographic Methods to Challenge the “Symbolic Death” Discourse of a Child’s Autism Diagnosis

				Adam Ellis 

				In the quiet we riseThrough the echoes of doubt Overcome by the power of an unshaken love In a world that bends we stand tall Shining together like the brightest star In the flair of our unique gift, we shall prosper and growWe shall rise above it all Our diagnosis a wrapped gift Our beautiful differences in each phase The light will still sparkle within —from “The Unexpected Gift” by Tatiana [video link]

				This article begins from my standpoint as a marginalized, criminalized, formerly gang- and justice-involved autistic scholar. It tells the story of a father struggling to come to terms with his daughter’s autism diagnosis. Writing this article required me to revisit my own past trauma: losing my mother at a young age, experiencing violence from both the state and my community, being pushed out of education, and coming into contact with the criminal justice system. I remember living with anger, guilt, fear, and hatred toward both the world and myself. Even today, I remain in a constant struggle with institutions that either fail to see me or refuse to care. And it is from the wreckage of my own soul that I question how my daughter will survive the turbulence of her own life within a world that may ignore or misunderstand her.

				Learning that your child has “special needs” often introduces a new form of stress into a parent’s life. When the world harmed me, I could at least recognize that it was directed at me. But when the suffering involves your 
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				child, someone who has no control over the social forces that will shape her life, the experience feels like torture. It is from this standpoint that I attempt to tell the story of a father coping with uncertainty. As an autistic person myself, I sometimes wonder whether I am responsible for my daughter’s diagnosis. I also reflect on how my family—including my partner and our son, who is also on the spectrum but has been diagnosed as “high functioning” (he was diagnosed because of my daughter, and doctors used this term to describe him)—tries to understand her needs and support her development. As a father who has experienced deep trauma and institutional harm, I struggle to imagine how life might be different for her.

				One of the first questions parents ask after an autism diagnosis is simple but terrifying: what does the future look like? This question represents the dreaded unknown. In this article, I trace my attempt to understand my daughter’s diagnosis in part through the current tension, or perceived dichotomy, surrounding autism: on one hand, grief-oriented and medicalized (or pathologized) frameworks that frame autism as loss, deficit, or tragedy; and on the other, strength-based neurodiversity perspectives that recognize neurological difference as a potential gift, source of identity, and way of being.

				Specifically, I explore what it is like for parents to receive an autism diagnosis for their children; the grieving process that so often follows the loss of imagined futures; how social institutions either help or harm families navigating autism (a different form of grief); and how my daughter’s diagnosis ultimately reshaped my worldview—from one focused on pathology to one recognizing strength and resilience (including a form of post-traumatic growth). To tell this story, I draw on two primary knowledge-creation methods: autoethnography and arts-based research (ABR), particularly urban arts and hip-hop. While I cannot fully elucidate these approaches here, I provide a brief overview to contextualize the methodological choices shaping this work.

				Standpoint Theory and Positionality

				Central to my story is my lived experience as a father with multiple marginalized identities raising an autistic child. Conceptually, my analysis is grounded in feminist standpoint epistemology (Collins, 1986/1990; Harding, 
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				1991/2004; Smith, 1987). Standpoint theorists argue that knowledge is shaped by social position. A person’s race, class, gender, disability, and other social locations influence what they can perceive and interpret. Early feminist scholars (Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1989; Harding, 1991/2004; Hartsock, 2017; Smith, 1987/2004) emphasized that marginalized communities often possess an epistemic advantage because they must understand both their own experiences and the structures of power that shape them. This dual awareness, sometimes described as “double vision”, allows marginalized people to generate alternative insights into social problems. Those navigating systems of oppression must understand not only their own realities but also the logic of the institutions that marginalize them.

				Standpoint theory also challenges traditional claims of scientific objectivity, which often reflect Eurocentric and colonial assumptions about knowledge production. Scholars therefore ask critical questions about who is allowed to produce knowledge and whose voices are recognized as legitimate. These questions are central to this paper. For decades, mainstream researchers have held the authority to tell the stories of marginalized communities, including those of autistic people (see Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008). As a result, those on the margins are frequently reduced to research subjects rather than knowledge producers. This dynamic reflects what Fricker (2007) describes as epistemic injustice, where certain voices are systematically excluded from the production of knowledge (also see Ellis, Marques, and Gunter, 2023). Standpoint theory, therefore, enables me to write from a first-person perspective (as both a father of an autistic child and an autistic person), reintroducing elements often missing from conventional scholarship (e.g., emotion, sensory experience, memory, and embodied knowledge).

				Autoethnography as Method

				To operationalize standpoint theory, I employ autoethnography. Autoethnographic research challenges the assumption that researchers can remain neutral observers. Instead, it recognizes that all knowledge is situated within social and political contexts. Autoethnography does not attempt to remove subjectivity; rather, it treats positionality as a legitimate source of knowledge. As Ellis (2004) explains, autoethnographic writing aims to create evocative narratives that encourage readers to feel and think differently about social experience. This approach is particularly important 
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				when studying marginalized lives. Conventional social science methods often fail to capture the emotional and embodied dimensions of lived experience. Autoethnography therefore acts as a corrective to epistemic injustice by recognizing individuals with lived experience as experts. I am drawn to this method because it allows my voice and perspective to remain central to the analysis. As Adams and Herrmann (2023) explain, “the connective tissue between the ‘auto-,’ ‘-ethno-,’ and ‘-graphy’ is the idea that the researcher is the research instrument—bringing their mind, body, emotions, experiences, and values into the knowledge-creation process” (p. 4). In this sense, personal experience becomes data, and narrative becomes a form of analysis.

				Hip Hop and Arts-Based Research

				Alongside autoethnography, this article draws on arts-based research, particularly hip-hop as a mode of storytelling and knowledge production (Barone, 2012; Boydell et al., 2012; Chilton & Leavy, 2014; Finley, 2005; Leavy, 2015). Hip-Hop has historically served as a platform for marginalized communities, particularly Black and racialized youth, to express experiences of oppression, resistance, and survival (Forman & Neal, 2004). Within this tradition, cultural production is not merely an object of study but also a method of knowledge creation. As a hip-hop artist with more than two decades of experience, I integrate rap and visual storytelling into this research. The article therefore includes a poem/rap and accompanying music video that narrate my daughter’s diagnosis and our family’s journey. The artistic components allow me to move beyond traditional academic language and capture the emotional complexity of this experience.

				What follows is a brief overview of the theoretical frameworks I seek to operationalize in order to understand my own story of grief within the context of a child’s autism diagnosis. While I cannot fully explore the breadth of scholarship that encompasses the medical-versus-neurodiversity divide, my goal is to provide a strong conceptual foundation from which to tell this difficult, deeply personal, and important story.

				Grief Theory: The Imagined Loss of a Child’s Future

				I approach this paper from a position of confusion. I currently live within a binary—a liminal space between the cause-and-cure orientation and 
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				neurodiversity perspectives on autism. In my daughter’s early years, and upon learning of her diagnosis, I unintentionally fell into the medical construction of autism, viewing it as a deficit, tragedy, or form of loss. My world collapsed as I attempted to come to terms with what I had been taught to understand as the “brokenness” of her life—a narrative reinforced by doctors, paediatricians, social workers, and occupational and Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) therapists. From a standpoint of fear and confusion, I began to grieve my daughter’s diagnosis (Boss & Yeats, 2014; Bruce & Schultz, 2001; Burrell et al., 2017; Fernández-Alcántara et al., 2016; Olshansky, 1962; Thøgersen & Glintborg, 2022). As Burrell et al. (2017) note, parenting an autistic child autism can feel “similar to grieving for a family member who has passed away” (p. 98). It is from this initial sorrow and uncertainty that the first part of my story emerges—a father attempting to make sense of his daughter’s autism diagnosis.

				To understand these experiences, I draw upon an adapted version of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s grief model (Kübler-Ross, 1969, 1997). Developed through her work with terminally ill patients, Kübler-Ross’s framework identified five emotional responses associated with grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance (Kübler-Ross, 1969; Wang & Wang, 2021). While grief is rarely linear, and people often move fluidly between emotional states (Kübler-Ross, 1969, 1997; Stroebe & Schut, 1999), the model provides a useful structure for naming the emotional turbulence that can accompany an autism diagnosis, especially when autism is framed through medicalized and deficit-oriented narratives.

				Other scholars have expanded grief theory within the context of autism. Boss (2004), O’Brien (2007), and Fernández-Alcántara et al. (2016) discuss ambiguous loss, where parents experience uncertainty surrounding diagnosis, prognosis, and future outcomes (Alimohamadi et al., 2024). Similarly, Doka (2002) conceptualizes disenfranchised grief as grief that is not socially recognized or validated. Within the context of autism, parents may privately mourn the collapse of imagined futures while broader society fails to acknowledge that any loss has occurred because the child is still alive. This can leave parents isolated and unsupported.

				Although these expanded frameworks are helpful, Kübler-Ross’s model provides a more accessible starting point for understanding the emotional 
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				impact of diagnosis. However, my use of the grief model is not intended to reinforce the idea that autistic people are inherently broken or tragic. Rather, it serves as a backdrop through which I critically examine how medicalized narratives shape parental emotions and understandings of autism.

				Neurodiversity and Seeing Autism Differently

				Historically, autism has been understood primarily through the medical model, which frames autism as a disorder, impairment, or deviation from normal development (Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008; Sidley, 1995). Within this framework, autistic people are often positioned as needing remediation or “fixing.” Milton (2012) critiques these perspectives through what he conceptualizes as the “double empathy problem,” arguing that communication difficulties between autistic and non-autistic people are relational rather than solely deficits within autistic individuals. Building on the social model of disability, neurodiversity scholars challenge the assumption that autism is inherently pathological (Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008; Milton, 2012, 2020; Walker, 2017).

				From a neurodiversity perspective, autism reflects a different way of experiencing and relating to the world rather than a broken version of normalcy. Broderick and Ne’eman (2008) note that many autistic individuals reject the notion that autism should be “cured” because it is inseparable from identity itself. In this respect, what many parents grieve may not be autism, but the stigma, exclusion, uncertainty, and systemic barriers autistic people are forced to navigate. The tragedy, then, may lie less within the child and more within the ableist systems surrounding them.

				Beyond Grief: Post-Traumatic Growth

				Alongside grief and neurodiversity, this paper also draws upon post-traumatic growth (PTG). Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) define PTG as positive psychological change emerging through struggle with highly challenging circumstances. Applied to autism, PTG scholars suggest that some parents move from fear and despair toward advocacy, acceptance, relational closeness, and renewed meaning in life (Zhang Wei, 2014; Zhang et al., 2015). However, neurodiversity scholars caution that PTG can unintentionally 
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				reinforce deficit-based assumptions if autism itself is framed as the “trauma” parents must overcome (Milton, 2020; Walker, 2017).

				For this reason, I approach PTG through a neurodiversity-informed lens. In this context, growth emerges not because autism is tragic, but because families are forced to confront and resist systems rooted in ableism, stigma, and rigid notions of normalcy (Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008; Milton, 2017). In my own life, my daughter’s diagnosis challenged deeply internalized assumptions about communication, success, worth, and normalcy. What initially felt like collapse gradually became a site of reflection, transformation, creativity, and relational understanding.

				Thus, this paper exists within the tension between grief, neurodiversity, and post-traumatic growth. It is both a story of sorrow and a story of transformation. What follows is not a neat narrative with a clear resolution, but rather a father’s attempt to understand autism, systems of oppression, and ultimately himself.

				A Father’s Story: From an Imagined Loss to Growth 

				The video linked at the outset of this article begins with a reel of photographs moving backward through time, first showing my daughter as an adult, then gradually shifting back to her childhood. These photos mark the genesis of the song and video: a story between a father and daughter that highlights the father’s grief and struggle to come to terms with his daughter’s autism diagnosis, which was mediated by a medical industry that had convinced him that his daughter was “broken”. To contextualize this struggle, the first chorus displays statistics about the failures of the Ontario Autism Program, including the fact that more than 70,000 children remain on the waitlist for services.

				Reflection 1: I am fairly certain that my daughter’s autism diagnosis was traumatic (at least in the outset). I am also quite sure that my own pre-existing trauma from being involved in gangs, street life, and the criminal justice system, and losing both of my parents at a young age, shaped how I experienced that moment. Some memories remain vivid, while others are blurred. What I do recall is that when my daughter was around one to eighteen months old, I would call her name, and she would not respond. I 
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				also noticed that she rarely made eye contact with me. Around this time, as she began to sit up and play, she started to stim, first flapping her arms, then her legs (contexts that scholars such as Kapp et al. (2019) articulate as self-regulation, not pathology). For days, perhaps weeks, we let it play out. We assumed she was simply being a baby, still developing into herself. But the more we tried to call her name and talk to her, the more it seemed as though she could not hear us.

				Verse 1Dear Lord, What have you done to my daughter? I play with her, but there’s no laughter. I call her name, but there’s no response. Doctor’s visits. Is she deaf?Test after test— my anxiety is peaking, my PTSD is leaking. Searching for answers. Weeks pass. I pray like the Mass: pray for the best, ready for the worst.My body trembles. Another doctor’s visit. What could it be? What is it? “Mr. Ellis… your daughter has autism.”

				As reflected in the above rap, I recount the moments when I could not communicate with my daughter. My first instinct was fear—fear that something was wrong. At first, I believed she might be deaf or hard of hearing. Yet, deep down, I think my spouse and I both knew something was different. I began Googling everything about deafness/hearing loss, descending into dark digital rabbit holes. I researched brain injuries, genetic mutations, and cochlear implants. Eventually, I started to mentally prepare myself for the possibility that my daughter could not hear and might require surgery. While this possibility saddened me, there was still hope—at least according to what I read online—because many children were able to develop hearing after implantation. I began to imagine supporting a deaf child. But what came next proved far more difficult.

				Our first step was a visit to her pediatrician. The doctor admitted she was unsure what was happening and immediately referred us for a hearing test with an ear, nose, and throat (ENT) specialist. The appointment, one that took months to secure, was a disaster. I watched the ENT doctor and staff struggle to insert testing devices into her ears or simply keep her still. This would have been challenging for any toddler, but in retrospect, I now 
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				recognize how overwhelming the experience must have been for an autistic child. Her screams echoed down the hallway. Anyone nearby probably thought we were hurting her. The test ultimately failed.

				I left the office stressed, anxious, and still without answers. Weeks passed before we were told to try again. After another failed hearing test, we returned to her pediatrician. Based on feedback from the ENT specialist, the doctor was no longer convinced that my daughter was experiencing hearing challenges. Instead, she raised another possibility: autism. Autism had never even crossed my mind. I had never knowingly met someone on the spectrum or even someone who spoke openly about it. The doctor referred us to an autism specialist, another pediatrician. In Toronto, pediatric specialists are rare; it took months to secure an appointment. During that time, our lives remained in limbo. We did not know what was happening or how to care for our child.

				That uncertainty pushed me into a deep depression. At times, I even had suicidal thoughts. Watching your child struggle while feeling powerless to help them is unbearable. I was sad and angry, lost and confused, trying desperately to hold myself together. By the time we finally secured an appointment, my daughter had turned two. According to most doctors, this was still considered an early diagnosis.

				Doctor Office Hell

				Children on the spectrum often struggle with transitions, something we did not yet fully understand. Driving an hour into downtown Toronto disrupted my daughter’s routine and triggered several meltdowns during the car ride. When we arrived, the situation worsened. The doctor, who knew we were coming with a child thought to be autistic, kept us waiting nearly an hour. In hindsight, I now understand that children on the spectrum often struggle not only with transitions but also with waiting. The first fifteen minutes were manageable. We used every distraction available: iPad games, videos, and our phones.

				But as time passed, her patience disappeared. Around the twenty-minute mark, the frustration of sitting in her stroller triggered a meltdown. I was furious. What kind of doctor makes a possibly autistic child wait an hour? To 
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				make matters worse, the office was not even designed for children. There were no toys, sensory tools, or open spaces. Eventually, the doctor casually walked out and invited us into his office, another space that was far from child friendly. During the hour-long visit, he asked us questions, attempted to interact with our daughter (which she hated), and asked us to complete several surveys. Then we were sent home once again—still without answers. And so, the waiting continued.

				State Violence and Failed Systems

				As the months passed, my anxiety preyed upon not only my body but also my mind. I would lie awake at night thinking about how cruel this world can be. I constantly ruminated on how society might interact with my daughter—an autistic and racialized young woman. I experienced panic attacks wondering whether she would truly be seen, understood, protected, or valued. I found myself trying to anticipate how she would defend against not only interpersonal harms, but also the larger systems of violence that may shape her life. Influenced by my own research on gangs, street life, trauma, and structural inequality, I began reflecting more deeply on how macro-level systems produce harm for marginalized peoples.

				Most people understand violence through what they see on television or in films: a punch, a stabbing, a shooting, or a sexual assault. Yet, as Johan Galtung (1969) argues, there is another form of violence that is quieter and often invisible: structural violence. Structural violence is embedded within social institutions and systems, manifesting through unequal power relations and unequal life chances (Galtung, 1969). His work distinguishes between direct physical violence and the systemic harms produced through policies, institutions, and social arrangements. Building on this idea, Achille Mbembe (2003), in Necropolitics, examines how states exercise power over life and death by determining whose lives are protected and whose are abandoned to what he calls “death worlds.” Although Mbembe’s work focuses largely on race, colonialism, and state power, his framework is useful for understanding how marginalized communities—including disabled and neurodivergent peoples—can be systematically neglected, excluded, and left vulnerable inside broader social and political structures.
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				Within the context of autism, these forms of structural violence may emerge through inaccessible schools, inadequate healthcare, long waitlists for support services, punitive educational practices, poverty, policing, stigma, and broader systems that fail to recognize or accommodate different ways of being. In this respect, my fear for my daughter has never been rooted solely in autism itself, but rather in the world she must navigate as an autistic, racialized, and eventually gendered body moving through systems that often punish rather than support difference. In many ways, what I grieve most is not who she is, but the violence of the institutions and social structures that may attempt to diminish her humanity.

				In my view, my daughter has not been failed by individuals alone but by broader white supremacist and patriarchal systems that historically marginalize those with non-normative identities. For example, governments in Ontario have repeatedly failed families with autistic children. Elliott (2014) documents how then–Toronto city councilor Doug Ford opposed a group home for developmentally disabled residents, claiming it had “ruined the community.” Later, Kathleen Wynne’s Liberal government eliminated funding for intensive behavioral therapy for many children (Kupfer & Nease, 2016).

				When Ford became premier in 2018, he restructured the autism funding system in an attempt to improve efficiency. Instead, the waitlist for core funding ballooned from roughly 23,000 children to more than 70,000 (Jones, 2024). Many children now wait five to six years, or longer, for essential services (albeit many of these feed the growing autism industry fueled by the medical model). These delays can have profound developmental consequences, affecting speech, behavior, and learning. Several legal challenges have emerged as a result. And although some legal precedents are emerging, much of this battle continues to unfold in the courts.

				A Diagnosis with No Support

				Despite being diagnosed at age two, my daughter has received no financial support from the Ontario government. For four years, my family has been left on the waitlist. This abandonment has triggered my own trauma. I have slipped back into survival thinking, the mentality I developed during years of street life. The inability to help my daughter has pushed me toward 
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				depression and suicidal ideation. The inadequacy of the medical system has in many ways torn my family apart. 

				When she was first diagnosed, we were told she would require multiple forms of intervention: 40–60 hours per week of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), speech therapy, and occupational therapy. Yet these treatments are extraordinarily expensive. Scholars have increasingly debated the role of ABA therapy. Some advocate for the traditional medical model (illustrating its successes in peer-reviewed scientific journals), while others support neurodiversity frameworks that reject the idea that autistic people must be “fixed” (Graber & Graber, 2023). Critics of ABA raise concerns about its intensity, social validity, and possible long-term harms, including trauma and suicidality (Graber & Graber, 2023). Despite these debates, ABA remains the dominant intervention recommended by pediatricians. Out of fear (and a push from medical practitioners), many parents, including myself, rush toward these services. The financial costs are staggering. Intensive therapy can cost between $5,000 and $10,000 CAN per month. For working and middle-class families, the question becomes simple: who can afford that?

				The Ontario Autism Program was meant to offset these costs. Yet since Doug Ford took office, the system has collapsed under administrative restructuring and growing waitlists. Our daughter has not received a single dollar. I spend nearly my entire paycheck on speech therapy, occupational therapy, and other services. Even so, it is not enough. Watching the government delay funding that could potentially transform her life—whether through ABA or neurodivergent-centered supports—pushes me toward the edge of despair. Sometimes I wonder whether we have all been drawn into an autism industrial complex, one driven more by profit than care.

				Families are trapped between competing narratives. Some therapists insist on medicalized interventions, while some neurodiversity advocates reject them entirely. As a parent navigating meltdowns, communication barriers, and educational systems, I often feel caught in between. Everyone has an opinion. Few have answers. Perhaps they are my grief, not my daughter’s autism.
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				Acceptance: The Unexpected Gift 

				In the second part of the video, viewers see reels of my daughter living not in sickness or pathology but finding happiness within the world she has created for herself. She gravitates toward art and music, spaces that I believe helped her communicate with us when language was difficult. I wanted to highlight these moments to challenge the medical model’s framing of autistic children as sick, broken, unhappy, or abnormal. Instead, the video shows that she is capable of joy on her own terms and within her own world.

				Verse 2Dear Samora,Daddy’s little girl, You’re growing up so fast in this cold, cold world. That autism has your mind trapped, But you’re my little princess—keep fighting back.Keep fighting back. Keep pushing on. Daddy’s sitting here cheering you on. Keep shooting for the stars—don’t stop now. Keep rising to the top until you reach those clouds.

				Reflection 2: In the second verse of my song, I attempt to rethink and reimagine my daughter’s diagnosis. Many months of deep depression and anger slowly helped me learn to be patient and to celebrate even the smallest victories. This is the gift my daughter gave me. Through her, I came to understand that her diagnosis was not an illness or tragedy—as medical discourse often suggests—but rather a reflection of who she is. Autism was not something separate from her identity; it was part of the way she experienced and moved through the world. 

				As she grew from a baby into a toddler, I began to see her fight for her place in life. I could see her desire to learn. I also noticed that she gravitated naturally toward music. At first this surprised me, but it also brought me joy, as I am a music artist myself—I produce hip hop music, DJ, and write rhymes. She would pretend to play guitar—left-handed and upside down like Jimi Hendrix—and drum in front of the mirror. At times I felt as though she was distant from the world around her. Yet when she engaged with her art, she was completely present in her world and that was what mattered most. In those moments, she was happy. It was through her art that I began to see reflections of myself. I thought about the importance of creativity not only 
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				as a form of healing, but also as a way of expressing oneself, communicating meaning, and making sense of the world. Watching her focus intently on each imaginary string while dancing to her own rhythm reminded me of something I had long forgotten—happiness. She gave that back to me.

				The Man in the Mirror

				Much of my forgotten happiness had been buried beneath the trauma of my own life. As I noted earlier, my childhood and adolescence were marked by severe trauma, including family conflict, gang involvement, community violence, and encounters with the law. I lost my mother at a young age, and later my father. As a result, I have spent much of my life operating in survival mode. Despite these hardships, I eventually found a way to navigate experiences with death, violence, and incarceration, ultimately emerging on the other side with what might be described as a respectable life. Yet those experiences have taken a significant toll on me, both physically and psychologically. As a survivor of street violence, including an attempted murder, I knew for many years that something inside me was not fully at peace. I began unpacking these experiences during my doctoral work, where I explored the intersections between gang membership, trauma, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and violence.

				Through this research I gained a deeper understanding of my own life story. Yet it was my daughter who ultimately forced me to look more deeply into the mirror. After her diagnosis, I began reflecting on my own childhood. One night I dug out old report cards that my mother had saved. Across the documents I noticed recurring themes: teachers described me as unfocused, distracted, and not performing at my “potential.” I also reflected on my adult life—how I often prefer working in isolation, my deep attraction to artistic expression and wordplay, and my discomfort navigating social relationships or the emotional energies of others. For most of my life I never felt “normal” or a part of the neurotypical world (growing up felt like trying to fit into some normative standard or box). I never felt that others thought the same way I did. My mind was constantly generating ideas: creative projects, writing concepts, and inventions.

				Sometimes a single day would produce a flood of visions so overwhelming that I would feel mentally exhausted. Yet it was precisely this differently 
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				wired mind, combined with the survival instincts forged through trauma, that eventually allowed me to build success in both life and academia.

				Looking at my daughter, I began to realize something profound: difference is not necessarily pathology. In many ways, it can be a gift. Through her world, I began imagining her future. Would she be failed by the same systems that harmed me? Yet each time she laughed, stared curiously at the world, or chased joy with fearless determination, she gave me hope. She also gave me a renewed sense of purpose— to continue fighting for her. I began wondering what her future might look like. Would the academic spaces I fought so hard to enter be open to her nontraditional mind? As I look around the sterile corridors of the university, a place I was never supposed to reach, I am reminded of how cruel educational systems can be. But the questions I now ask myself are different: what can I do while I am here to create change? How can I help ensure that my daughter and other marginalized children who have been streamed out of education are recognized for their gifts?

				Her Gift to Me

				My initial passion for educational change emerged from my own struggles with a colonial education system that failed to see my potential. My daughter’s diagnosis has only strengthened that commitment. I often think back to my own report cards, where creativity and artistic thinking were treated as deficiencies rather than strengths. I think about how schools attempted to push me out because I was not like the students celebrated within STEM fields: science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. I also think about how systemic policing of my community removed many of us from educational pathways and pushed us instead toward criminalization and incarceration. These inequalities and inequities are now multiplied for my daughter. As she grows older, she will carry the intersectional identities of being both a racialized woman and someone labeled as “disabled.” I think about educators working within rigid systems that often fail to nurture difference. I worry that the same structures that dismissed my potential might dismiss hers.

				Yet it was through this reflection—through the mirror she unknowingly held up to my life—that I found renewed purpose. She is, in many ways, a reflection of me.
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				And now that I occupy spaces once denied to me, I have written this song as a promise: Daddy will fight for her place in this world. Although the song speaks to my daughter, it also acts as a message to other families and children navigating neurodiversity. Through my understanding of autism, I have begun trying to reshape educational systems, at least within the small spaces I influence. For example, in my courses at the University of Waterloo, I emphasize experiential learning and the arts as legitimate forms of knowledge.

				I challenge the orthodoxy of what some describe as the university industrial complex by refusing to rely on teaching practices that suppress creativity and diverse ways of thinking. In my classroom there are no traditional exams, tests, or multiple-choice questions. Instead, students are given space to explore alternative forms of expression. In one of my courses, Urban Arts Methods, I use hip-hop as a way to decolonize dominant research traditions. Students experiment with forms such as rap, DJing, beat-making, and graffiti as methods of inquiry and storytelling. 

				At the same time, I challenge them to critically examine how research itself has been colonized, where outsiders historically study and write about the “other.” I encourage students to explore their own positionalities and lived experiences as legitimate sources of knowledge. Ultimately, my goal is to transform learning spaces so that nontraditional minds can thrive. Spaces where my daughter and my son, who is also on the spectrum, might one day speak, be heard, and excel. Spaces that were never afforded to me.

				Back to Depression and Anger: The Unknown, but Dreaming with Hope

				In this final section of the video, my daughter appears as a grown woman. Despite the grief, worry, and stress that defined our earlier years, these scenes focus on her happiness and fulfillment. The video shows moments of joy and independence, imagining milestones such as dating, graduating, and building a life of her own. In doing so, I intentionally push back against what scholars describe as the “death narrative” often associated with autism diagnoses. Rather than framing autism as tragedy, the final cut of the video highlights possibility, growth, and resilience. 
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				Verse 3Hey pop, do you see me now? You didn’t have the answers, but in you I found a way to be seen and a way to grow.You were worried about me, but I want you to know that I’m eighteen now—and I learned to speak.Oh yeah, I’m using my voice for people like me. I’ve got my cap and gown; you and mama are proud. We didn’t think it would happen, but I’m working now. Don’t be mad, but I had my first kiss. Who would have thought I’d be living like this? I’m running around and I’m partying now. You were worried, but I’m living out loud. You didn’t understand, but I knew I’d grow. I can’t wait to show you how far I’ll go.

				Reflection 3: In this final verse, I wanted to mentally manifest a possible future for my daughter. I asked my music collaborator Xentury to write from her imagined perspective. This choice was deliberate. One of the most psychologically difficult aspects of parenting a child with special needs is the unknown. For many parents, pregnancy itself triggers dreams about a child’s future. Even learning a baby’s gender can lead families to begin constructing a life narrative, painting bedrooms, buying toys, and imagining future hobbies or interests. But the dreaming goes much deeper than that. Children often become extensions of ourselves. We imagine giving them the opportunities we never had. Parents begin planning early: choosing schools, saving for university, imagining graduations, careers, marriages, and grandchildren. These imagined futures help structure how we move through the early years of parenting. Yet when a child receives a diagnosis of developmental difference or disability, those imagined futures can suddenly feel disrupted. For some parents, it can feel as though those dreams have died.

				In reflecting on this experience, I think about Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and her model of grief. In many ways, a medical diagnosis can trigger a similar emotional process. Parents may grieve what I call the “dream death,” the loss of the imagined child and imagined future constructed through normative expectations. Everything we believed about parenting, success, and development is suddenly destabilized. At that moment, we confront an 
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				unsettling truth: despite all the power we believe we hold as parents, we cannot simply “fix” the situation. Furthermore, as parents, we are tossed into the deep end of an autism industrial complex where the “experts” or perceived “saviors” of our children are waiting on the other side only to push a medical ideology that our child is broken and needs to be fixed. That realization can push parents into grief, anger, and despair. Autism intensifies this uncertainty. Unlike many medical diagnoses, autism is relatively recent in public consciousness, has no cure, and is often described as an invisible disability. And it is in this medical world—full of unknowns and deficit talk—that parents may begin to grieve the child’s lost life (even in a symbolic way) rather than grieving the systems that have constructed this problematic narrative. I too initially fell prey to what they were selling!

				Coming to Terms—Keep Fighting

				After my daughter was diagnosed, I began searching obsessively for answers. I consulted clinical psychologists and pediatricians, looking for anything that might help. I read articles about the alleged relationship between vaccinations and autism (claims that have since been widely discredited) as well as research on genetics and environmental factors. But none of this knowledge offered a clear solution. In many ways, I felt as though I died twice. First, I experienced what I conceptualize as a dream death, the loss of the imagined future I had constructed for my daughter. Second, I experienced a more personal internal collapse as I realized that no immediate cure existed. Yet even in this moment, I refused to accept the status quo.

				Since the day my daughter was diagnosed, I committed to do anything to help her. Wouldn’t you do the same under similar conditions? Maybe I am a fool; however, I could not live with the guilt of knowing that I could have helped and didn’t. From a young age, my daughter attended a private Montessori school (we chose this option due because we believed the public education system could not support her needs). I also invested heavily in private therapies. ABA therapy alone costs approximately $4,000–$5,000 CAN per month, and as noted earlier, my daughter remains unfunded by the provincial government despite being on the waitlist for four years. In addition, I pay for private speech therapy, which costs roughly $145 per hour, as well as music therapy. As the sole income earner in my household, these expenses consume nearly my entire salary. But despite the financial strain 

			

		

	
		
			
				44 ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  

			

		

		
			
				and emotional exhaustion, I would do anything for her. She is the reason I continue to fight.

				For parents grieving the uncertain future of a living child, survival often depends on finding meaning within the struggle. Hall (2011) notes that current grief models move away from medical/positivist viewpoints that focus on “breaking bonds and universal stages and symptoms. Comparatively, social constructionist approaches see grieving as a process of reconstructing a world of meaning that has been challenged by loss” (p. 7). Without that meaning, despair can take over. In this respect, my daughter keeps my heart beating. She gives me strength on days when depression makes it difficult to get out of bed. She is my gift. In the final verse of the song, I challenge the negative thoughts that often occupy my mind by imagining a different future for her. The video depicts my daughter as an adult reflecting on our journey together. She tells me about her first kiss, her graduation, and her work advocating for others like her. In this imagined future, she thanks me for never giving up. Whether or not this future becomes reality, the act of imagining it offers solace.

				I have fought the system in every way I know how, arguing with government agencies about funding, challenging therapists, and even attempting legal action against the state. But none of these battles are ultimately as important as the patience and love I can offer my daughter. It is through her that I rediscovered life. For example, on one particular day, I took my daughter to her favorite park. She usually followed a predictable routine there, moving from one play structure to the next like a scripted performance. But on this particular day, something changed. She stepped out of the playground and walked toward the open field beside it—something she rarely did. She sat down in the grass. The summer air was quiet, the wind moving softly across the field.

				At first, I did not understand why she had stopped there. Then she placed her hands gently on the ground and leaned forward, staring closely at the grass as it moved with the breeze—a context that aligns with the concept of monotropism—an argument that challenges deficit-based frameworks by framing autism as an attention style (see Murray, Lesser & Lawson, 2005). Her eyes focused on a single blade of grass, anchored firmly in the soil. In that moment, through her quiet connection with the earth, she found peace 
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				within the chaos of the world. And in that same moment, my daughter changed my life forever. She made me see life in a new way. One that was connected to the earth. Sounds I failed to hear and emotions I forgot to feel. This was her gift to me. She made me realize life was not over for her and me; it was just beginning, kind of like that blade of grass. She made me see her as an autistic child not a child with autism. She made me understand that despite all of the medical rhetoric surrounding our family, she was not broken nor did she need to be fixed. Instead, she just needed to be seen and loved like any other child. This was my moment of neurodivergent-informed PTG.

				Final Reflection: Trying to Accept the Unexpected Gift

				As I noted at the outset, I have been on a roller coaster of emotions since my daughter’s diagnosis. The model developed by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, while not perfect, has provided a framework through which I can share my story (Kübler-Ross, 1969, 1997). Autoethnography and arts-based methods have been invaluable as I begin making sense of what has happened. I hope I have allowed readers to feel my soul, to understand the pain I have come to embody as I navigate my daughter’s autism diagnosis. As I have described earlier, in the initial stages I was deeply entrenched in denial, accompanied by waves of anger and sadness. I was angry that this had happened, but even more so I was saddened by the systems that failed her—and, in other ways, have long failed my family.

				In many respects, I experienced what felt like a living death: the collapse of the mainstream fantasies I once held about what my child’s life would look like. These dreams were rooted in normative expectations about childhood, education, and adulthood. When those visions disappeared, it felt as though a version of my child—at least the one I had imagined—had died. This perceived loss broke my heart and spirit. The experience spiraled me back into a depression I had worked for years to escape—and this new layer of grief felt especially heavy. At times, I felt as though there was no way out. I even found myself thinking that harming myself might somehow make the pain disappear or perhaps force the world to finally pay attention. Such experiences resonate with scholarship on ambiguous loss, chronic sorrow, and disenfranchised grief among parents of children with disabilities (Boss & Yeats, 2014; Bruce & Schultz, 2001; Thøgersen & Glintborg, 2022).
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				In this initial phase of grief, and reflecting on the work of Broderick and Ne’eman (2008), Milton (2012, 2020), and Walker (2017), I can now see how the social construction of autism rooted in medical approaches pushed me into an isolated vestibule where I grieved the loss of my daughter, even in a symbolic way. In this space of loss, I came to hear and subsequently believe the narratives espoused by doctors, pediatricians, speech therapists, occupational therapists, and ABA practitioners who framed my daughter as broken and in need of repair. It is from this pathology standpoint that I began to grieve her perceived deficits rather than seeing her gifts. Moreover, the grief I felt was, in some respects, less about autism itself and more about the systems that failed our family on a daily basis.

				In this respect, I agree with the scholarship on neurodiversity, which challenges the medical model’s position that autistic people are simply deviations from a norm (Milton, 2020; Walker, 2017). Rather, this is who she is—and who we are. Instead of shaming difference, society should find ways to accept and support people like my daughter, my son, and myself. That said, I also live and breathe within this divided binary: medical model versus neurodiversity. As much as I want to accept her exactly as she is, deep in my core I still wrestle with the hard days. What do we do when there are meltdowns, when she cannot communicate with us, when she refuses food and develops related medical issues? What do we do then? Do I not have the right to feel angry, or depressed, or to grieve the imagined losses I once held? Should I not explore every option, even medical intervention? What do people want me to do?

				In speaking about parents who grieve after an autism diagnosis, I think about the work of Jim Sinclair (1993), who argued that parents are not losing a non-autistic child because such a child never existed. The autistic child is the child who has always been present. To grieve autism itself, Sinclair suggests, risks grieving the identity of one’s own child. While there is truth in this, I can also understand how parents, out of desperation, may need to grieve—whether that grief is for an imagined future or for the systems that make it difficult for children and families to thrive.

				In this vein of acceptance, it was my daughter’s lived reality that ultimately pushed me to reimagine her life. Although she has been failed by systems that claim to protect and support children like her, I quickly realized that 
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				this promise is often an illusion. The truth is that the people who will shape her future are those closest to her: her family, compassionate educators, and professionals who approach autism work with genuine commitment and care. My daughter has also helped me see the world differently. In many ways, she has introduced me to a space beyond words—a place where meaning is found not only in language but also in presence, creativity, and connection. Through her, I have begun reconnecting with my own art. She has taught me to appreciate life more deeply, often reminding me of that quiet moment in the park, the wind moving through the grass. That moment continues to ground me. She has also pushed me to rethink my teaching philosophy. Through her influence, I feel an even stronger commitment to transforming mainstream education so that it better supports nontraditional minds and diverse ways of learning (Walker, 2017).

				These are gifts she has given me—gifts I often feel unworthy of receiving. Yet the love I feel for her is unconditional. I will never stop fighting for her, even when I feel close to crashing myself. As I continue to move between anger, depression, anxiety, and acceptance, I am grateful for the opportunity to share this story. I hope that someone reads it. Perhaps it will be a student researching autism; a family member dilating between an imagined loss and acceptance; or maybe even a policymaker with the power to change the system. Because the truth is that the system has failed my daughter in many ways. And in this, I have learned that my grief does not originate from her but from the systems that continue to oppress and marginalize those who embody different identities and ways of being (Galtung, 1969; Mbembe, 2003).

				Something must change. These children are beautiful. They deserve to be seen, supported, and celebrated, not ignored or pushed aside. Every day I watch my daughter fight. I see her pushing against the odds. I see her slowly showing the world who she is becoming. And in the end, that is the unexpected gift. Life.
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				Pretty Much from Scratch: A Braided Essay on Autistic Diagnosis, Creativity, Identity, and Community

				Jenée Stanfield

				I sat at my keyboard ready to take notes in my spreadsheet. My mom on speakerphone. We had already had several calls like this as I was preparing for my autism assessment. I wanted to feel secure with answers for the evaluator because trying to come up with them on the spot would have left me completely silent or fumbling over words. 

				Writing has always been a more natural way for me to communicate, so scripting ahead of time would make talking to the doctor easier. That was true with most social interactions I had with strangers, but it was especially true in a medical setting where the anxiety often became overwhelming and any “symptom” I wasn’t experiencing in the moment felt like it had happened to someone else, not me. 

				Earlier that year, I hadn’t planned for my ADHD evaluation because I wanted to go in fresh. That was a mistake. That evaluator made me feel so anxious by talking over and correcting me, that I ended up yelling at her in the middle of our session. The report I received later was full of errors including altering pronouns and sections obviously copied and pasted from someone else’s report. This time it would be different. 

				“How would I play when I was a kid?” I asked my mom. 

				“You liked to play with blocks,” my mom replied. 

				“Okay, but how would I play with blocks?” I pressed. 

				“Well, you would spend most of the time separating them into different colored piles in front of you. You refused to build anything until they were all sorted.” 
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				“And you didn’t think that was strange?” 

				“I just thought you were creative.” 

				*** 

				There is a history of pathologizing and dehumanizing marginalized groups to maintain the status quo and power of privileged groups, especially in response to resistance to injustice by those marginalized groups. Descriptions of hysteria—a diagnosis that used alleged malfunctions of the uterus to dismiss any mental, physical, or societal concerns women had—date back to 6000 BCE Egypt, and in 1851 America, Dr. Samuel Cartwright invented drapetomania to dismiss the autonomy of those escaping enslavement as merely having a disorder (Cartwright, 1851; Tasca et al., 2012). Though both of these diagnoses are now defunct, their echoes can still be seen in the form of medical bias today, such as the common misdiagnosis of borderline personality disorder in undiagnosed autistic women and the documented over-diagnosis of Oppositional Defiance Disorder in black and brown children (Engelbrecht & Bercovici, 2023; Legha, 2025). Diagnosis, research, and medical treatment are often framed as neutral and objective. However, in reality, they can be influenced by bias, economic incentive, and politics. 

				The pathologizing of autistic and queer individuals coalesce in the work of Dr. Ole Ivar Lovaas. In the 1970s, Lovaas conducted and participated in multiple behaviorism studies: one set on autistics and the other on gender non-conforming children. The latter came to be known as the Feminine Boy Project, which aimed to discourage homosexuality and gender transition (Gibson & Douglas, 2018). Working with him on the Feminine Boy Project was his grad student George Rekers, who later became a prominent proponent of gay and trans conversion therapy (Ibid., 2018). In a 1974 Psychology Today interview, Lovaas said of his autistic subjects: 

				You start pretty much from scratch when you work with an autistic child. You have a person in the physical sense—they have hair, a nose and a mouth—but they are not people in the psychological sense. One way to look at the job of helping autistic kids is to see it as a matter 
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				of constructing a person. You have the raw materials, but you have to build the person. (Chance, 1974, p. 76)

				In Lovaas’ eyes, autistics were empty husks, without interiority, who needed to be taught how to be human. This was accomplished through often violent means, such as slapping and electrocuting children to discourage autistic behaviors like self-stimulatory behavior (or “stimming”) and echolalia, all with the goal of making autistics “indistinguishable from their [neurotypical] peers” (Chance, 1974; Silberman, 2015). The precise methods differed between the autism studies and the Feminine Boy Project, but the goals were the same: to teach normalized behaviors (heteronormativity/neuronormativity) and suppress behavior deemed deviant (queerness/neurodivergent) to encourage assimilation into the dominant group (Gibson & Douglas, 2018). Later in life, Lovaas purportedly rescinded his support for Rekers’ doctoral dissertation on the Feminine Boy Project and subsequent work on conversion therapy (Lovaas Institute, 2021). 

				During this same period, Lovaas’ work with autistics led to the creation of Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) therapy, which is often referred to as “the gold standard” of autism treatment by supporters but as “autistic conversion therapy” by many autistic self-advocates (Gibson & Douglas, 2018). Modern ABA practitioners try to divorce it from its violent roots, but violence is still used for behavior modification at institutions like the controversial Judge Rotenberg Center in Massachusetts, where electric shock devices have been used to discourage things like hand flapping (a common autistic stim) and swearing (ASAN, n.d.). Even without the use of physical violence, external appearance and compliance has been and continues to be the goal of popular autism “treatments” such as ABA. This goes hand and hand with the often objectifying mindset of prominent historical and current autism researchers. Their allistic gaze focuses on our external, non-neuronormative behavior to the exclusion and dismissal of our internal experiences. 

				Though neuronormativity’s legacy is long, a pivotal point came in the late 19th and early 20th centuries with the coinciding rise of mandatory public school, WWI military conscription, the Industrial Revolution, and the popularization of intelligence and personality tests: “concepts of normalcy spread from the US and Europe, sometimes as part of colonial practices, sometimes as part of the spread of economic discourses […] predicated on 
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				appeals to modernity” (Waltz, 2020, p. 17). These new “modern” environments required people to fit highly standardized systems that left little room for deviation, which resulted in the commodification of children and the creation of the Child Guidance movement, which reframed the goal of parenting as the production of a “normal” child/future worker (Ibid., 2020). This atmosphere was key to the simultaneous “discovery” of autism on either side of the Atlantic by Dr. Hans Asperger and Dr. Leo Kanner (Silberman, 2015). 

				While Asperger and Kanner are largely credited as the discoverers of autism, Russian psychiatrist Dr. Grunya (sometimes written as Grunia) Sukhareva’s work predates theirs by nearly 20 years and included far more female case studies of autism than either Asperger or Kanner (Sher & Gibson, 2021). Kanner did correspond with Sukhareva and cited her in some of his articles, but it’s unclear whether Asperger was aware of her (Ibid., 2021). Her work does not receive the recognition that it deserves within autism history, likely because of her gender, anti-Soviet/Russia bias in the West, and a lack of English translations of her writing (Ibid., 2021). Additionally, after WWII, Asperger’s work was largely buried because of his association with the Nazi party while Kanner became a prominent voice in the psychology field in the US (Silberman, 2015). Kanner’s model of autism alone informed diagnosis until 1994 when Asperger’s Syndrome was added to the DSM-IV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) only for Autistic Disorder, Asperger’s Syndrome, and several other diagnoses to be combined into Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in 2013 (Barahona-Corrêa & Filipe, 2016). 

				During the previously mentioned update of the DSM, autistic self-advocates Dr. Steven Kapp and Ari Ne’eman lobbied the Neurodevelopmental Disorders Workgroup to provide input to inform the revised criteria for ASD, observing that “the scientific and research processes are framed and mediated by larger social and political ones, and thus that dedicated advocacy and lobbying could influence the resulting diagnosis” (Kapp, 2020, p. 168). They saw autistic individuals’ influence within the process as essential because diagnosis shapes our lives: who is able to get diagnosed, who is left undiagnosed, misdiagnosed, and what supports and legal protections diagnosis can provide (Ibid., 2020). The question of who gets diagnosed is fraught and often framed as a privilege. Males are more likely to be diagnosed with autism compared to women, girls, and non-binary individuals, a possible impact of the influence of Dr. Simon Baron-Cohen’s “extreme male brain” 
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				theory of autism that contributed to a “leaky” pipeline in autism research that persists to this day through exclusion of subjects assigned female at birth (Baron-Cohen, 2002; D’Mello et al., 2022). There is also a disparity between the rate of white people receiving autism diagnosis and people of color, likely due to a lack of research into how autism might present differently within racialized communities (Aylward et al., 2021). 

				Prior to the DSM revisions, Asperger’s Syndrome, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Pervasive Development Disorder, and a few other related diagnoses were not consistently applied in the roughly 10 year time period that Asperger’s Syndrome was in the DSM because of significant overlapping diagnostic criteria and difficulty in the accurate reporting of early developmental milestones (Barahona-Corrêa & Filipe, 2016). The separate diagnoses also functioned to further stigmatize autism while playing into Asperger’s narrative of “little professors” with “finely chiseled, mature-looking features,” contributing to internalized ableism and a belief in the superiority of those with Asperger’s Syndrome (Barahona-Corrêa & Filipe, 2016; Silberman, 2015). In response to the changes to the DSM, an Asperger’s advocate reflected in an interview that he would have a difficult time calling himself autistic because it will associate him with “somebody who might have to wear adult diapers and maybe a head-restraining device” adding that it was “very hard for us to swallow” (Hamilton, 2010). 

				Today, we still have those who try to separate out the spectrum with terms like “high-functioning” or “profound autism.” High-functioning distances autistics from disability and seeks to claim superiority. “Profound autism” is used to claim that higher support needs, often nonspeaking, autistics are the “real” autistics. They both attempt to create a tiered spectrum of autism and dilute our sense of community and solidarity. Dr. Uta Frith—an early proponent of autism as a spectrum—has recently renounced her belief in that spectrum stating that autism has become too “inclusive” and “glamorized” to the point of the diagnosis losing meaning because those with lower support needs are overshadowing nonspeaking autistics or those with intellectual disabilities (Spence, 2026). Her claim that autism is over-diagnosed is especially interesting since Frith lives in the UK where the autism diagnosis rate is 1 in 100, compared to 1 in 31 in the US (British Medical Association, 2024; CDC, 2025b). What I would argue is that Frith is actually reacting to the uncomfortability of her bias being confronted: a belief akin to Lovaas’ 
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				that autistics are people only in the “physical sense” with no interiority, so if autistics are able to express their internal experiences, they are not actually autistic—a dehumanizing circular logic. 

				Autism is not just a medical diagnosis. It is a political and social identity shaped by the pathologizing of non-normative behavior. While medical diagnosis can be useful in providing understanding and support that might not otherwise be given, we must recognize that diagnosis is shaped by politics, economics, and societal bias. Medical diagnosis is a tool but it is not what should define our identity or connect us to the autistic and larger neurodivergent communities. 

				*** 

				Jenée is in third grade. She is just starting to realize that she likes boys and girls. She struggles to make friends because the other kids are confusing and chaotic to her. Her mom says it’s because she’s shy, but really the other girls are pretty and some of them make her nervous. Her family is religious, so she doesn’t really know that girls can like girls like that as well as liking boys. 

				There’s a popular girl with lots of friends and long, thick, dark hair. Jenée wants to be near this pretty girl—to be friends because that’s all she knows is possible. She spends a lot of time making crafts at home, and she makes the pretty girl a paper tulip by rolling up and twisting a piece of notebook paper.

				She gives it to the pretty girl, who lightly smiles and thanks her. Later, she hears the pretty girl’s friends talking to her. 

				“Why did she give this to you?” 

				The pretty girl shrugs in response. 

				“She’s so weird and quiet. What’s it even for?” One of the pretty girl’s friends asks, unraveling the tulip and dropping it on the classroom carpet. 

				After school, Jenée takes the bus home. She loved stories and often pretended she was the protagonist of a book by narrating everything she did in her head. 
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				She slowly walked down the stairs of the bus, exiting into the cool November air. The bus door closed behind her as her sneakers touched down on the pavement. 

				Walking alone was nice, she thought, because it gives her the quiet she needs to live in her head. She absentmindedly kicks small pebbles in front of her as she walks. 

				She finally gets to the end of her long driveway shared by two neighboring houses. One is an old red farmhouse where she used to play with her sister and pick plums from the tree in the yard. Lately, she feels uncomfortable being alone with the elderly man who lives there. He sometimes whispers things in her ear that she knows her mother would be upset about, and she is confused about other things that happened. 

				She questions if she misunderstood what happened—if it was an accident. This man is supposed to be nice. He’s helped her parents when they struggle to pay bills or buy groceries. She has learned that her emotions and desires are inconvenient to others, so it was usually better to keep them to herself. 

				*** 

				Poet and disability justice activist Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha reframes autistic communication styles, often viewed as a deficit, as poetic form: 

				We are like streams or rivers that wend our way along a course and go our own way doing it. Our communication has its own logic—there are rocks and bumps and deposits to wind around, explore, weave into the communication—and rarely is that logic of a straight line. (2022, p. 214)

				Piepzna-Samarasinha situates autistic communication as creative expression in opposition to the myth that autistics lack creativity. This myth is a misunderstanding of diagnostic criteria around “deficits” in imaginative play and restricted, repetitive interests supposedly precluding autistics from creative expression (Arefaine, 2023; Roth 2018). Autistic creativity is often dismissed because it is anti-capitalistic, may be highly internalized, and does 
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				not conform to neuronormative concepts (Piepzna-Samarasinha 2022; Roth, 2018). When autistic creative expression is recognized, it may be considered the work of savants or relegated to the status of outsider art, an othering category that perpetuates an in-group and out-group within art and culture (Roth, 2018). In reality, autistic adults perform comparably to allistic adults in divergent thinking creative tasks (Taylor et al., 2025). 

				The other side of the creativity myth is that autism (or common co-occurring neurotypes) makes us intrinsically more creative than the rest of the population. This strips the autonomy from our creative expression by attributing it to mere neurobiology: “autism is seen as such a comprehensive explanation of a person that it threatens to reduce all their talent, effort and achievement to the status of a symptom, a kind of fortunate tic” (Limburg, 2021, p. 14). Rather, the reason why creativity is widespread and necessary for autistics is the same as for any marginalized group: “The more downtrodden the circumstances, the more ‘beauty’ [is] needed to uplift, to offer a vision of hope, to transform” (hooks, 1995, p. 150). Creativity is a survival tool and a source of liberation, and autistics use their subjugated knowledge to re-envision our circumstances and make our way in a world not made for us. 

				When I speak of creative expression, I do mean art making but also more than that. In a world that is hostile to our existence, we must find creative ways to live. For autistics, that can also include stimming, learning to protect ourselves in a sensory-unfriendly world, and also providing for the needs of our communities in ways that allistics may never even consider: “the ways we [keep] each other alive are often completely unintelligible and off the radar to abled people and neurotypical people” (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2022, p. 52). The early autistic community has its roots in the creative use of the internet to connect autistics with each other through listservs, newsletters, websites, blogs, and forums—a legacy that continues today through social media, podcasts, and video sharing sites (Kapp, 2020). 

				Growing from the Autistic Network International (ANI) website (originally started as a pen pal group), Jim Sinclair, Donna Williams, and Kathy Grant created Autreat: the first conference for and by autistics that centered autistic voices, needs, and socialization preferences (Sinclair, 2005). Autreat has inspired numerous autistic community gatherings across the world focused on accessibility and autistic needs and preferences (Kapp, 2020). 
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				Sinclair is a seminal figure in the autistic community. On top of their part in the creation of ANI and Autreat, their 1993 speech and essay “Don’t Mourn for Us” claims the value of autistic life in its own right and pushes back on the focus on an imagined neurotypical other hiding underneath our autism waiting to be released through a cure (Sinclair, 1993; Kapp, 2020). Though Sinclair is ostensibly writing to allistics, this work is a witnessing of autistic experience and identity that has inspired autistic self-acceptance for over 30 years by challenging us to imagine a world in which a cure is not the end goal but instead a world that meets us where we are (Kap, 2020). 

				Creative expression, in whatever form it manifests—storytelling, artmaking, stimming, community building—allows autistic individuals to leave evidence of our existence in a world that wishes to erase us and deny that we are actually autistic if we do not perform our autism in the stereotypical ways that neuronormative society dictates. When we ask whether autistics can be creative or if we are more creative, we ask the wrong questions. We should be asking what are autistics creating and what does that creation illuminate about the greater possibilities of the world? 

				*** 

				It’s spring. You are in your second year of your MFA program, sitting in the Kona coffee shop downtown in the suburbs of Seattle where you’ve lived most of your life. You are drinking a mocha and eating a turkey sandwich across from the new program director. He compliments how nice the place you chose is and asks what you like to read. He’s meeting with as many local students as he can to get to know them better before the next residency in August. 

				You tell him how recently you’ve been influenced by Donald Barthelme and Lydia Davis but that you had always loved science fiction and fantasy. You read the Lord of the Rings when you were twelve and reading Fahrenheit 451 at fourteen made you realize you wanted to be a writer. He tells you how great it is to read “fun” things as well as serious literary work in a way that makes it sound like you should be embarrassed by your answer. 

				A few months later at the residency, your male friend explains to you that the director can’t be sexist because he’s gay after you tell him that you think he is 
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				condescending and somewhat misogynistic. 

				A year later during your last residency, your first-year mentor begins to talk over you during a panel class on the merits of genre versus literary fiction. This was not the first time he has interrupted you in a class, but at least you know this will be the last time since you graduate tomorrow. 

				*** 

				Identity is always an act of creation. I approach identity and the construction of the self from the perspective of a queer, late-realized neurodivergent person. Queer identities are ones we typically build without the benefit of familial or mainstream societal guidance. First, we notice our differences from our birth families and the cisheteronormative narrative that surrounds us. This may cause confusion, panic, shame, denial—any myriad of emotional responses. Then, eventually, we seek out those like us to gain a better understanding of ourselves and be in community. Many neurodivergents, especially late-realized ones, follow a similar trajectory in the creation of their neurodivergent identities. Nick Walker coined the term “neuroqueer” to recognize the ways that neurodivergent and queer identities mirror each other in their creative process of identity making in opposition to neuro/cishetero-normative society (2021). In that we lack a coherent blueprint (from society or our families) for our neurodivergent/neuroqueer lives, we build ourselves pretty much from scratch—not in the dehumanizing, insulting way that Lovaas suggested—but as an act of creative expression and queering. 

				Queering recognizes that we are born with certain sexual and gender identities and that sexual and gender identities are not fully biologically mandated but societal constructs that we can reconstruct or “queer” (Cline, 2024). Applying this to neurodivergent identity, neuroqueering recognizes that we may be born with non-normative neurotypes (such as autism), and we can also purposefully choose to neuroqueer our identities to push back on neuronormative societal expectations (Walker 2021). Neuroqueering recognizes that neuronormativity is a construct, as is autistic diagnosis and identity. That does not mean that there aren’t shared traits (or struggles or disabilities) that we are born with, but that the collection of those traits (or diagnostic criteria) amounting to a diagnosis/identity that separates autistics from the general population is a creation/construct of society. 
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				That isn’t to argue that autism does not exist, but that what it means to be autistic is not intrinsic. It is an interpretation of our characteristics that creates the boundaries between autistic and allistic. Those interpretations that amount to diagnosis can be heavily influenced by bias, politics, personal experiences and circumstance. One influential theory of autism is that we are lacking in theory of mind, the ability to understand how ours and others’ emotional and mental states may differ allowing us to predict and explain ours and others’ emotions and behaviors (Lawson, 2011). This was endorsed by prominent autism researchers of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, such Simon Baron-Cohen and Uta Frith (Ibid., 2011). This was meant to explain autistics’ supposed difficulties with social cues and communication, alleged lack of cognitive empathy, and other social “deficits,” informed by the diagnostic criteria in the DSM-5 (CDC, 2025a). However, this perspective is situated firmly within the allistic gaze, disregarding our internal experience. 

				Alternatively, in 2012, autistic sociologist Damian Milton proposed his theory of the double-empathy problem: rather than autistic individuals merely having deficits, there’s actually communication and empathy gaps experienced by autistics and allistics because neither can fully understand the other due to the divergences in our neurotypes. This is just one example of how autistics have reconstructed what autistic identity means. We also do this through who we acknowledge and welcome into our community, regardless of their medical diagnosis status. Being recognized and welcomed into the community by fellow neurodivergents can be an important step in building our identities outside of the pathologizing, objectifying neurotypical gaze (Bertilsdotter Rosqvist et al., 2022; Bertilsdotter Rosqvist et al., 2023). 

				Additionally, intersectionality is essential in autistic spaces as we create the meaning of being autistic together. bell hooks talks about metaphorical border crossings of people “becoming together” in a shared, diverse environment that resists assimilation and appropriation: “forming themselves in relation to one another, to what seemed most real” (1995, p. 12). This is the lens through which we should approach autistic community, that we are becoming who we are together and no elements of our identities are irrelevant to that becoming. Ijeoma Oluo situates ableism and neuronormativity as intersecting with race and rooted in white supremacy (Oluo, 2024). She argues that we must tackle these issues together in solidarity, or we will never be able to overcome them; when approached 
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				separately, we often harm and alienate those in our communities with intersecting identities as well as diluting the potential power and shared knowledge we could have across movements and identities (Ibid, 2024). We can also easily fall into a scarcity mindset and view other marginalized individuals as our competition if we are not actively examining our bias and learning about the experience and struggles of other marginalized groups. This is true across neurotypes and disabilities as well. 

				Intersectionality is the first step towards solidarity and a recognition of other neurodivergent and disabled individuals as our “kin.” Crip ancestry and crip kinship draw on the queering of family as beyond mere blood ties to include those with non-normative bodyminds (similar and different from our own) that have come before us in this struggle, and those we are currently sharing this life with who inspire us, reciprocate care (including knowledge) with us, and provide us with a sense of belonging (Milburn, 2019; Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2022). While being in community with individuals with disabilities and neurotypes similar to us can help us to feel seen, building solidarity and affinity across disability and neurotype allows us to share in a deeper well of knowledge and experiences. 

				In the 2023 documentary Is There Anybody Out There?, UK director Ella Glendining searches for someone else with a body like hers with the same rare condition she has—being born without any hip joints and shorter than average femurs. She connects online with an American woman named Priscilla, whom she is eager to meet in-person while still being disappointed that their bodies are not perfect mirror images. Their meeting is delayed by Glendining’s pregnancy and the COVID-19 pandemic. Three years later, she is still determined to complete her search for a body like hers, but first she visits her childhood friend Naomi in her hometown. As they catch up while drinking wine, Naomi, who is autistic, verbally and physically stims unselfconsciously with comfort and familiarity. Glendining asks if she’s ever said anything about disability that has triggered Naomi, and she answers that it was more that sometimes they didn’t always understand each other’s experiences because they couldn’t possibly. 

				When Glendining finally travels to the US, she meets Priscilla along with a young man named Ricardo and a little boy named Charlie, who all share her condition. She reflects on how Priscilla stands and holds her body similar to 
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				her own. She talks to Charlie’s mother about her misgivings around surgery, not wanting her son to lose any of his childhood to operation after operation at such a young age. Glendining reflects joyfully on how different they each are from each other. Later, Glendining is back home with Naomi at the beach. She says in voiceover, “Disabled kinship is the key to disabled joy.” 

				We may never find other bodyminds that exactly reflect our own, and maybe the beauty is in the seeking—the search for synchronicity with others like us and understanding others’ differences. This is the essence of becoming together. Other autistic and disabled folks are my family, my kin. The key is not only to connect our similarities and ignore our differences, but instead to use our kinship as a bridge to better understanding of our differences and recognition that the road to our liberation must be shared. A liberation that allows us to (re)construct autistic identity outside of pathology. 
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				Misinformation, Misattunement, and Autistic Theatre: Representation, Access, and Cultural Harm

				Sarah Jane Nuttall and Jessica Telling

				Theatre is often imagined as a space of empathy: a place where audiences are invited to see the world through someone else’s eyes (Rathje, Hackel and Zaki, 2021). For autistic people, however, theatre has often been a site of exclusion. This exclusion arises not only from how autistic characters are portrayed on stage, but also from the ways theatre environments are structured, regulated, and policed (Fletcher-Watson, 2015). 

				This article explores misinformation about autism as both representational and environmental. Drawing on anonymized audience feedback from Chameleon (Telling, 2025), an autistic-led theatre production, we argue that misinformation operates not only through stereotyped portrayals of autistic people, but through theatrical norms that assume neurotypical sensory processing, communication styles, and behavioral expectations. Together, these factors shape who feels welcome, who feels alienated, and whose experiences are recognized as legitimate. We suggest that autism misinformation is sustained not only through stories told about autistic people, but also through the physical and social organization of cultural spaces. Theatre becomes a particularly revealing site, because it combines representation, sensory regulation, and behavioral policing in one encounter. When autistic people are represented as disruptive, excessive, or emotionally inappropriate on stage, it becomes easier to justify theatre spaces that punish disruption, excess, and visible emotion, further alienating autistic people from cultural participation. 

				Audience feedback was collected through an anonymous post-show questionnaire following Chameleon’s production run from 27 August – 1 September at The Glitch in London. Responses are treated here not as representative data, but rather as situated cultural evidence of how autistic-led theatre is encountered and interpreted within existing theatrical norms. 
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				Analysis focused on identifying patterns of resonance, discomfort, and exclusion across responses. 

				We write from an explicitly autistic positionality. Jess Telling is an autistic writer, director, and performer who created Chameleon from lived experience. Sarah Jane Nuttall is an autistic researcher who collected and analyzed post-show audience feedback. Our aim here is not to claim a single autistic experience, but rather to examine how autistic-led theatre can challenge misinformation by reshaping both representation and access. As autistic practitioners working across theatre-making and research, we approach Chameleon as both a necessary cultural intervention and a site of knowledge production that challenges misinformation around autistic characterization. 

				Misinformation Beyond Representation 

				Misinformation and misattunement are closely related but distinct. Misinformation refers to the persistent circulation of inaccurate or oversimplified ideas about autism: stereotypes that frame autistic people as emotionally flat, socially uninterested, rigid, or disruptive. Misattunement, by contrast, describes what happens when those ideas shape real encounters. Misinformation sets expectations about how autistic people should look, behave, and communicate. Those expectations shape perception, and perception, in turn, governs interaction. Separating the two—misinformation as the story, misattunement as its interpersonal consequence—makes it easier to see how everyday misunderstandings arise, and why the burden should not fall on autistic people to repair them. In theatrical contexts, this process shapes not only how autistic characters are read on stage, but also how autistic audiences are expected to behave within the space itself. When autistic behavior does not align with these expectations, it is often read as excessive, inappropriate, or difficult, rather than as a difference in sensory or communicative style. In this sense, misattunement is not an interpersonal failure but a cultural one, produced and sustained by misinformation rather than by autistic people themselves. 

				Misinformation about autism is often discussed in terms of inaccurate beliefs or harmful stereotypes: the idea that autistic people lack empathy (Kimber et al., 2024), are socially uninterested, emotionally flat, or cognitively rigid (Lim 
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				et al., 2022; Petrolini et al., 2023). These narratives circulate widely in popular media and continue to inform how autistic characters are written, staged, and received (McGrath, 2017; Jones et al., 2023). 

				This misinformation also operates at a structural level, shaping how public spaces are designed, how audiences are expected to behave, and whose needs are anticipated (Simpson, 2018). In theatre, this includes assumptions about lighting, sound, seating, and unspoken etiquette around stillness, silence, and endurance, with breaks (like the interval) only permitted at a time dictated by the theatre team. 

				This misalignment between autistic bodies and neurotypical systems is not accidental. It reflects a deeper cultural misattunement: a failure to recognize autistic sensory and communicative differences as ordinary variations of human experience (Milton, 2012; Pellicano and den Houting, 2022; Chapman and Carel, 2022). Research on relaxed performance shows that reducing lighting and sound intensity, allowing movement and noise, and providing information in advance about the performance’s content can materially increase accessibility for autistic audiences, indicating that barriers often lie in theatrical conventions and environments rather than individual access needs (Fletcher-Watson and May, 2018). 

				At a moment when autistic behavior is increasingly scrutinized, regulated, or framed as disruptive in public discourse, theatre’s insistence on quiet, still, compliant spectatorship can be read not as neutral tradition but as a cultural technology that actively excludes autistic bodies and ways of being. If autistic people are repeatedly positioned as ‘too much’ for public space, then theatre becomes one of the sites where this judgment is rehearsed and reinforced. Unspoken rules have become standardized in theatre, which is not only damaging to autistic people but also to other audience members who may be unaware of traditional theatre etiquette. West End actor Marisha Wallace has criticized unacceptable examples of behavior, albeit ranging from talking to raucous drunken behavior, referencing these unwritten rules about staying quiet during scenes, suggesting that audience members should “be smart” and know that they shouldn’t talk (Ambrose, 2023). 

				It is in direct response to this cultural logic that relaxed performances emerged. Established in the UK from 2009, with early autism-friendly 
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				performances at Polka Theatre in London and subsequent adoption by venues including West Yorkshire Playhouse, Little Angel Theatre, and Unicorn Theatre, relaxed performances do not simply offer accommodations; they challenge the assumption that neurotypical sensory tolerance and behavioral compliance are prerequisites for cultural participation. The development of the Relaxed Performance Project from 2012 further consolidated these practices as a sector-wide intervention rather than an individual adjustment (Kempe, 2015). 

				Research on relaxed performances repeatedly shows that autistic people and families avoid theatre not because of a lack of interest but because of anticipatory anxiety: uncertainty about sound, lighting, seating, social response, and the risk of public censure. These anxieties are not irrational; they are learned responses to environments that have consistently signaled exclusion in advance (Fletcher-Watson and May, 2018; Kempe, 2015). 

				Autistic Experience of Theatre Spaces 

				Theatre has a long tradition of presenting disabled characters as plot devices to tell someone else’s story or as a means to tell a larger social story. It also has a long tradition of casting non-disabled actors to play the roles (Hadley, Batch and Whelan, 2021). Autistic experience in theatre spaces is shaped not only by representation but also by the cultural assumptions embedded in theatrical practice. These dynamics became particularly visible in the development of Chameleon. Initially conceived as a monologue, the piece expanded as Telling recognised that her autistic experience—especially in the context of emotional abuse and coercive control—could not be contained within a short form. The decision to build a fuller narrative reflects the article’s broader argument: autistic interiority is often compressed, simplified, or mistranslated in mainstream theatre, and resisting this pressure requires structural as well as representational change. 

				Casting has become a central site where misinformation and misattunement intersect. In a sector where autistic characters are frequently portrayed by non-autistic actors, Telling’s commitment to casting autistic actor Hope Rose functioned as a deliberate counter-practice. Rather than treating autism as a set of behaviors to be imitated, this approach positioned autistic embodiment and lived experience as integral to the production’s epistemic and aesthetic 
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				integrity. It also challenged the industry norm in which disabled performers are excluded from roles written about their own communities. 

				Hope’s lived experience materially shaped the role, not as an autobiographical mirror but as an expansion of perspective. The resulting portrayal resisted the common expectation that autistic characters represent a singular, universalized experience. Instead, the character of Chameleon emerged from the interplay of two autistic practitioners’ histories, illustrating the heterogeneity of autistic life and countering the misinformation that autistic narratives are interchangeable. 

				At the same time, Telling was explicit that her own experiences of autism and abuse, dramatized within the piece, should not be read as representative of all autistic women or all neurodivergent people. This stance is embedded within the script itself. In an argument between Chameleon and Gecko—another neurodivergent character—Gecko assumes that shared neurodivergence implies shared experience. Chameleon rejects this assumption, articulating a critique of homogenizing narratives that mirrors this article’s broader argument about misattunement: 

				CHAMELEON: . . . The whole point of talking about neurodiversity is understanding the differences between everyone, how no one is the same and can’t be the same, particularly between neurodivergent people. So stop assuming that we will react the same, behave the same, be the same just because we both fall under the MASSIVE umbrella of neurodiversity. (Telling, 2024) 

				This moment foregrounds the central claim of this article: that misinformation about autism produces expectations of sameness, and that these expectations shape both representation and reception. Chameleon’s development process therefore becomes not only an artistic practice but an intervention into the cultural mechanisms that sustain misattunement. 

				Throughout both production runs of Chameleon, first at the Edinburgh Fringe in 2024 then at The Glitch in 2025, Telling adopted an “open-feedback” policy. Audiences were encouraged to give feedback, whether by speaking to a member of the production team, contacting the company via email after the show, or, in the case of The Glitch, completing a survey sent to them 
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				after their visit. To Telling, Chameleon is a play that is continually evolving and can never be fully considered “complete”. As the production moved from its Edinburgh Fringe venue to The Glitch, its accessibility procedures shifted and adapted in response to the space, as did the team’s approach to audience interaction and the overall shape of the performance. This was particularly influenced by the transition from a promenade staging to a traverse configuration. 

				Although some of the feedback received lay outside the company’s control and did not have an immediate solution—for example, criticisms of the physical venue, which they could not change as visiting artists—this input has since informed the kinds of venues they choose for future performances of Chameleon, reflecting their ongoing commitment to accessibility. At the same time, this open-feedback approach also revealed a range of audience opinions about the representation of the central character, Chameleon, and her story of emotional abuse and coercive control. 

				During Chameleon’s debut at the Edinburgh Fringe 2024, where the production received a Keep it Fringe funding grant, the team collaborated with the Scotland-based, autistic-led charity SWAN Scotland. The feedback they received from autistic women felt especially significant to the writer-director, which is why Telling was so keen to offer free tickets to members of the Edinburgh group. She wanted to understand how the production’s content and accessibility measures resonated with them whilst removing the financial barrier that prevents certain audiences from attending theatre productions. 

				SWAN Scotland is strongly committed to “supporting autistic women and girls to feel safe, feel validated in their experiences, explore their autistic identity and become less isolated”, particularly in the context of abuse support, making it a natural collaboration with Chameleon due to its themes of abuse (SWAN, 2023). Offering autistic women and girls the opportunity to attend theatre—with one attendee noting she had “not gone to the theatre in eight years”—was therefore meaningful in itself. It also allowed them to influence future iterations of Chameleon. 

				For example, in the first production of Chameleon, Telling initially directed the actors to engage in improvised audience participation for the first five 
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				minutes. This involved moving through the audience, speaking to them, and initiating seemingly aimless conversations—all as a way for the actors to “steal” audience members’ names to use as Chameleon’s name. This device underscored the idea that Chameleon, whose name changed every performance, could be anyone, and that the story could resonate with many rather than representing a single individual. 

				Telling’s intention behind this audience participation was to replicate the anxiety that an autistic person, like herself, might experience during conversations with no clear purpose. Audience members were given the option to opt out by selecting a red or green sticker upon entering the venue, signaling to the actors whether they wished to participate—a system that was fully respected. The pre-show introduction also made it clear that this would be the only moment of audience interaction in the performance. However, once feedback was collected, it became clear that this was the element neurodivergent and autistic audience members found least enjoyable, despite responding overwhelmingly positively to the rest of the production. For Chameleon’s second run at The Glitch, Telling removed this component entirely, recognizing that the pre-show interaction not only created unnecessary anxiety but also seemed designed to make a point to neurotypical audience members rather than considering its impact on neurodivergent audiences. 

				Subsequently, the team replaced this name collection process with a consent form sent to audience members in advance. Names used in each performance were selected only from those who had opted in, with the clear stipulation that if an audience member did not complete the form, their name would not be used in that performance or in any future iteration of Chameleon. As such, removing lived experience or an autistic approach to this production would be impossible. From scheduling rehearsals, to implementing accessibility measures in pre-production stages, to designing sound and lighting, to making all of the performances relaxed and sensory-adapted, ignoring the reality of an autistic actor on stage alongside the strong likelihood of autistic audience members would be disingenuous and play into the misrepresentation of autistic theatre that Chameleon was created to defy. 
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				As an autistic writer–director, Jess Telling approached Chameleon not as a translation exercise for neurotypical audiences, but as an assertion of autistic presence. This meant allowing discomfort, sensory density, and misalignment to remain visible, rather than smoothing them into legibility. These design choices emerged directly from lived autistic experience and were refined through post-show feedback analysis, rather than being retrofitted to an otherwise unchanged theatrical model. 

				Audience feedback from Chameleon repeatedly highlighted the importance of sensory and environmental factors in shaping theatre experiences. While many respondents felt that access needs had been considered, a significant proportion raised issues including heat, glare from lighting, background noise, dripping air-conditioning, seating layout, and proximity to others. These factors were described as distracting, uncomfortable, or overwhelming. However, they were outside of artistic control. Since they formed part of the venue’s architecture, Telling now considers these elements when choosing a location for future runs of Chameleon. 

				Such comments echo a broader pattern documented in research on relaxed performance: theatre spaces can be experienced as unpredictable and overstimulating, and conventional expectations of seated, silent, still spectatorship can make attendance feel risky or inaccessible for autistic people and their families (Kempe, 2015; Fletcher-Watson, 2015; Simpson, 2018; Fletcher-Watson & May, 2018; MacLennan et al., 2023). Several respondents to the play noted that they had felt hesitant about attending theatre in the past, and that knowing the production was autistic-led and access-conscious influenced their decision to attend. 

				Importantly, these environmental barriers are rarely framed as access failures. Instead, autistic people are often positioned as “difficult audiences”, reinforcing the misconception that autism itself is the obstacle rather than the design of the experience. This framing mirrors representational misinformation: just as autistic characters are often depicted as problems to be managed, autistic audiences are expected to adapt to spaces not built with them in mind. 
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				Chameleon and Integrated Access 

				Chameleon attempted to address these issues by integrating access into the creative process rather than treating it as an optional add-on. Measures included a pre-show introduction to set expectations, visual guides, relaxed performance etiquette, and a conscious attention to sensory load. These decisions were informed by lived experience and by consultation with access professionals. 

				Audience feedback suggests that these interventions mattered. Many respondents reported feeling more at ease, reassured, or cared for as audience members. The pre-show introduction was frequently cited as particularly helpful, reducing anxiety and supporting engagement with the performance. At the same time, feedback also made clear that environmental challenges remained, underscoring how difficult it is to retrofit access within venues not designed with neurodivergent audiences in mind. This tension is instructive. It highlights that accessibility is not a matter of minor adjustment, but of structural change. Without this, autistic people continue to encounter theatre as a space that is not meant for them—a message that reinforces broader cultural misinformation about who theatre is for. 

				Representation, Resonance, and Discomfort 

				Alongside access, audience feedback spoke powerfully about representation. Many respondents described Chameleon as accurate, relatable, and emotionally affecting, particularly in its portrayal of masking, overstimulation, and the labor of navigating social situations. Some autistic audience members reported profound recognition, catharsis, and emotional intensity. Several described crying, feeling “seen,” or realizing they were “not alone,” while others found the material triggering and wished for a post-show decompression space. These responses demonstrate that authentic representation carries emotional stakes that conventional theatre structures rarely acknowledge or support. 

				At the same time, some respondents described early scenes as “hard to watch”, “very intense”, or uncomfortable. A small number expressed uncertainty about whether aspects of the portrayal were exaggerated, even while acknowledging that this reaction might reflect their own unfamiliarity 
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				rather than inaccuracy. As autistic practitioners, we recognize these moments of discomfort not as evidence of excess, but as points where inherited expectations collide with autistic modes of expression. 

				These divergent responses are significant. Rather than indicating a failure of representation, they reveal how rarely autistic interiority is presented without mediation. When autistic experience is staged without softening, translating, or reassuring the audience, it can disrupt deeply ingrained expectations about what autism should look like. Discomfort, in this sense, becomes a diagnostic signal—not of excess, but of a collision between lived reality and inherited narrative. 

				One respondent also noted discomfort at hearing audience laughter during moments of autistic distress (for example, Chameleon’s misreading of social cues on her date with Snake and laughter at “inappropriate” moments), highlighting how easily neurotypical interpretive habits can misread autistic experience as comic or trivial. The later monologue in the play, which directly addresses such reactions, was cited as an effective intervention, reorienting the audience’s understanding. 

				CHAMELEON: It’s not just something that affects me at parties, or on dates. It’s shaped how I navigate my life. And it might seem like “everyone’s autistic now” but, that’s just not true. There’s just more awareness of it, there’s more people realizing they didn’t get the help they needed, the support they needed or the recognition of what they’re going through. There are so many days where I wake up and . . . I hate to say it but—where I wish I wasn’t alive because of it. So, no, it’s not a “quirky” or “interesting” thing to have that can be determined by a f**ing Buzzfeed quiz. (Telling, 2024) 

				From Misrepresentation to Exclusion 

				Taken together, the feedback shows how these dynamics are lived rather than merely theorized. Misinformation about autism is encountered by autistic audiences not only through representation, but through anticipation: uncertainty about whether one’s presence will be tolerated, whether sensory 

			

		

	
		
			
				78 ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  

			

		

		
			
				needs will be accommodated, and whether emotional responses will be sanctioned within the space. 

				Several respondents recommended post-show discussion or decompression spaces, particularly noting that the emotional intensity of the performance could be both validating and triggering. These comments underscore the importance of recognizing autistic audiences not as passive recipients, but as people with complex emotional and sensory needs. Autistic-led theatre challenges this cycle by refusing both narrative and environmental erasure. It insists that autistic people are not only subjects of representation, but cultural participants whose access needs, interpretations, and emotional responses matter. 

				Conclusion: Countering Misinformation Through Re-attunement 

				Misinformation about autism is not sustained solely by inaccurate facts or harmful stereotypes. It is embedded in cultural practices that prioritize neurotypical comfort, legibility, and control. Theatre, as both representational medium and physical space, plays a powerful role in either reinforcing or challenging these norms. 

				Chameleon demonstrates how autistic-led theatre can function as a form of counter-misinformation. By presenting autistic experience without translation and by actively attending to access and sensory needs, it invites a process of re-attunement: a recalibration of how audiences watch, listen, and interpret. The feedback makes clear that the question is no longer whether autistic people can be included in theatre, but whether theatre is willing to change the terms on which inclusion is offered. Autistic audiences are not “difficult”; they are responding to environments that were never designed with them in mind. 

				Chameleon also shows that when autistic people lead the work, theatre can become a site of recognition, challenge, and cultural transformation, rather than a space that demands compliance. This work does not promise comfort. It does, however, offer recognition. In a cultural landscape where autistic people are so often misrepresented or excluded, that recognition is not incidental, but a necessary act of resistance. 
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				The exclusion of autistic people from theatre is not the result of individual limitation, but of cultural systems that continue to privilege neurotypical norms of perception, behavior, and endurance. When theatre reproduces misinformation through both representation and environment, it sustains misattunement as a default mode of encounter. Autistic-led practices such as Chameleon demonstrate that alternative ways of making and attending theatre are not only possible, but necessary. Writing as autistic practitioners, we reject the framing of access as accommodation and instead position it as a cultural responsibility. The question is no longer whether autistic people can be included in theatre, but whether theatre is willing to change the terms on which inclusion is offered. 
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					Lauren Armstrong, The Art of Unmasking (2026) 
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				The Art of Unmasking

				She peels herself from pieces—edges smoothed by years offitting in, corners bent from quiet compliance.Each puzzle shard, once armor,clicks loose from her skin—falling like autumn’s tired truth.

				Underneath, a shimmer of blueand gold, light rippling throughthe cracks where silence once grew roots.Her face remembers softness.Her mouth relearns the taste ofunspoken wonder.Around her, petals bloom fromthe ruins of pretending—sun-yellow, tender, defiant.She no longer puzzles herselftogether for the comfort of others.She rises, unpatterned, a masterpiece of undone edges—and her own reflection,she finally fits.

				—Lauren Armstrong

				Lauren Armstrong is an artist and arts educator based in Texas.
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				Living Through Misinformation: An Autoethnography of Autism in Chinese Communities 

				Joy Lu

				In 2026, while much of the Western world has spent decades embracing the neurodiversity paradigm and challenging autism-related misinformation, I have witnessed, experienced, and come to understand that the autism landscape in many Chinese communities remains defined by profound misunderstanding. It is shaped by a complex interplay of misconception, misinformation, and disinformation. Distinguishing between these related concepts is crucial to understanding how inaccurate knowledge about autism is produced, sustained, and normalized within a broader cultural, social, and linguistic context where autism awareness remains severely limited.

				Misconception refers to false beliefs that arise from incomplete or incorrect understanding, often shaped by language, cultural norms, or limited exposure, regardless of the accuracy of the original information. (Myth, misconception, misinformation and disinformation, n.a.) In Chinese autism contexts, such misconceptions frequently form the foundation upon which misinformation is built, and upon which disinformation is later able to take root.

				Misinformation refers to false or inaccurate information presented as fact, typically spread without malicious intent. Disinformation, by contrast, involves false information deliberately circulated to mislead or manipulate, often for personal, institutional, or financial gain. (Misinformation and disinformation, n.a.) While it is not always easy to determine intent, particularly in online or informal contexts, the consequences of both can be strikingly similar: vulnerable individuals and communities are misled, harmed, and systematically marginalized.

				As a Chinese Canadian autistic person who has lived half of my life in China and half in English-speaking countries, and who remains closely 
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				connected to Chinese communities both online and offline, I have observed and experienced these dynamics firsthand and have at times attempted to challenge them. Despite their urgent real-world consequences, lived-experience analyses examining how misconception, misinformation, and disinformation intersect within Chinese contexts remain scarce in the international public sphere.

				Through this critical autoethnographic essay, I trace these overlapping patterns, examine the structural and cultural forces that sustain them, and consider ways of challenging dominant misunderstandings of autism. This discussion is necessarily partial, given the breadth and complexity of the topic and the constraints of scope and length, and addresses only a limited segment of a much larger landscape. 

				Cultural and Social Norms, Values, and the Roots ofMisinformation

				Autism-related misinformation in Chinese communities cannot be under-stood in isolation; it emerges within a broader cultural and societal context shaped by material conditions, social expectations, and norms around con-formity, success, and belonging. These factors create the ground on which misconception develops, misinformation circulates, and disinformation takes hold. China is home to approximately 1.4 billion people, with millions more in a vast diaspora. Within this scale, children are socialized from a young age to view life as highly competitive. Resources—material, educational, profession-al, and social—are widely seen as limited, and success is framed as something to be actively fought for rather than collectively secured. (Carol Zhang, 2025) This emphasis on competition also shapes how knowledge is valued: infor-mation is judged less by accuracy than by its perceived usefulness for survival and social mobility. These pressures are compounded by systems that cannot adequately support everyone. 

				Marginalized groups—including disabled and neurodivergent individuals—are frequently under-supported or excluded. Over time, those who require additional support are seen not only as vulnerable but also as burdensome. In such an environment, simplified and pathologizing explanations of autism become socially acceptable, aligning with anxieties about dependency.
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				From the outside, this landscape may appear harsh or inhumane. Yet these attitudes often reflect a pervasive fear of scarcity and anxiety about securing survival and social mobility for one’s family, rather than cruelty. Although Chinese society is often described as collectivist, such collectivism is conditional, extending primarily to dominant ingroups while excluding outgroups (Triandis, 2018). When neurotypical norms are treated as the default standard, neurodivergent individuals are often cast outside collective concern. This conditional collectivism operates alongside highly individualistic survival strategies, leaving few able to sustain advocacy or attention beyond their immediate circles.

				As a result, autism awareness remains low (Zhou et al., 2023), and inaccurate understandings circulating through social media and informal networks are rarely challenged. (Li et al., 2024) Neurodivergent people—particularly those with higher support needs—are often framed through a deficit lens, as sources of prolonged hardship and social liability (bu keyi lao chi tang, 2024).

				Avoidance of diagnostic labels is, therefore, understandable (xiao taiyang 123, 2025). Naming difference renders it visible and open to judgment. In many Chinese communities, labels are closely associated with stigma, limitation, and exclusion. Online discussions about childhood diagnosis illustrate this: commenters—both within mainland China and across the diaspora—often argue that identifying children as autistic or ADHD does more harm than good, preferring to “wait and see.” (Yu et al., 2020) Rather than tools for accommodation or self-knowledge, diagnoses are framed as burdens that permanently mark children as different, increasing exposure to bullying and social rejection. Refusing labels is frequently presented as a way to “smooth things over,” preserving the appearance of normalcy (xinzhi xiaobao, 2025).

				This reluctance reflects a broader cultural emphasis on blending in and maintaining ingroup homogeneity. Those who cannot conceal or reframe their differences—and their families—may be blamed, shamed, or socially distanced. Harmony, a central value in traditional Chinese thought, is maintained not by inclusion, but by marginalization, and autistic individuals are frequently erased from collective understanding.

				Within this social landscape, autism is often framed as a threat to family stability, social integration, and future security. In this environment, 
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				narratives of prevention, correction, and cure emerge. When the legitimacy of autistic existence remains unacknowledged, misinformation does not merely circulate—it becomes deeply resistant to challenge. 

				Language and Terminology: The Power of Words 

				Some of the most pervasive sources of misconception surrounding autism in Chinese contexts originate in the language used to describe autism and autistic people. Language does not merely label concepts; it actively shapes how they are understood, interpreted, and responded to. In this sense, terminological misconceptions function as a foundational factor through which misinformation spreads, and disinformation becomes viable. 

				The Chinese terminologies for autism, 自闭症 (zi bi zheng) and 孤独症 (gu du zheng), differ markedly from their English counterpart, and this linguistic divergence carries significant implications. Unlike English, where words are often abstract and hard to decipher at first encounter, Chinese is frequently interpreted through the literal meanings of its component characters. Each individual character carries semantic meaning, and definition is often inferred by combining these meanings.

				When autism is linguistically framed as 自 (self) + 闭 (closed) + 症 (disease) = 自闭症 (self-closed-up disease), or 孤 (lonely) + 独 (alone) + 症 (disease) = 孤独症 (the lonely disease), the terminology itself appears to offer a complete explanation. The concept of autism seems to become self-explanatory: a disease characterized by self-isolation, emotional withdrawal, and inherent loneliness (BBC News, 2018). This framing produces a powerful illusion of understanding: individuals encountering the term for the first time may feel that they already grasp what autism is. 

				When terminology appears transparent, there is little perceived need to seek clarification or correction. As a result, misconceptions derived from linguistic interpretation are often treated as factual knowledge and transmitted to others with confidence. Over time, these assumptions harden into widely accepted narratives, even when they bear little resemblance to autistic realities. Because dominant terminology frames autism as a condition of “self-closure” or “loneliness,” it is frequently conflated with depression, introversion, or temporary emotional states in Chinese public discourse. As 
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				a result, the term 自闭 (zi bi) is widely used in ways that bear little relation to autism as a neurodevelopmental condition. Parents may describe children as “自闭” (zi bi) when they appear withdrawn or emotionally subdued (buting de tingxia, 2024), while individuals may apply the term to themselves during periods of burnout, low mood, or social fatigue.

				This pattern is particularly visible among Chinese students studying abroad, some of whom come to associate autism with their own experiences of isolation and loneliness in unfamiliar cultural and linguistic environments (xian, 2024; zhuzhu nvhai, 2021; chaersi yeshi Charles, 2024). In many cases, such self-identification is grounded in misunderstanding rather than in autistic traits.

				Online platforms further amplify these patterns. While the role of social media in spreading autism-related misinformation will be examined in greater detail later in this essay, it is important to note here that digital spaces play a central role in normalizing inaccurate self-identification.

				In recent years, I have repeatedly attempted to correct terminological misinformation in Chinese online spaces, drawing on both lived experience and established clinical definitions. However, these interventions are frequently met with resistance and are dismissed. In one instance, after I suggested that a Chinese student studying abroad was likely experiencing loneliness and homesickness rather than autism, my correction was met with immediate backlash and framed as unnecessary or insensitive. Such reactions illustrate that misinformation often persists not due to a lack of accurate information, but because it conflicts with culturally familiar narratives that feel intuitively correct. 

				Beyond medical terminology, colloquial language further reinforces these misconception and misinformation patterns. One of the most commonly used euphemisms for autistic people in Chinese communities is 来自星星的孩子 (ailin Lin, 2021), meaning “children from the stars.” While often intended as compassionate, this phrase romanticizes autism while simultaneously reinforcing the misconception that autistic people are fundamentally alien, distant, and detached from ordinary human experience.
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				This euphemism also frames autism exclusively as a childhood condition. Such framing may contribute to the belief that autism is something one can grow out of, or that it is only relevant to early development. This perception is reinforced by the fact that autism-related charities, campaigns, public events, and news in China overwhelmingly focus on children, rarely acknowledging autistic adults (Tang & Bie, 2015). The resulting absence of visible autistic adulthood further sustains misinformation about the lifelong nature of autism.

				Taken together, these examples demonstrate how language does not merely reflect public attitudes toward autism, but actively shapes them. When inaccurate, romanticized, or infantilizing terms become socially accepted, they structure how autism is recognised, discussed, and responded to. In this way, terminology becomes a powerful vehicle for misinformation, limiting recognition, undermining self-understanding, and reinforcing barriers to genuine inclusion. 

				The Chinese Medical and Educational Field: “Experts” and “Rehabilitation”

				Within this cultural context, collectivist norms that prioritize conformity, combined with terminology that frames autism as both a disease and a childhood condition, contribute to the widespread belief that autism can—and should—be cured. These assumptions are often understood as common sense within lay discourse. However, misinformation does not remain confined to the public sphere. In many cases, it is reinforced, and at times actively produced, by medical and educational professionals in China.

				Diagnosis and Classification

				Although the DSM-5 was released in 2013 and the ICD-11 came into effect in January 2022, many hospitals in China, as of March 2026, continue to rely on the ICD-10 when diagnosing neurodevelopmental conditions (Pistachio kaixinguo, 2025). First published in 1990, the ICD-10 is now widely regarded as outdated, particularly in its classification of autism-related conditions. One notable feature is its separation of Asperger’s Syndrome and Childhood Autism into distinct diagnoses. As a result, both clinicians and laypeople in Chinese contexts often treat Asperger’s and autism as fundamentally 
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				different diseases, with children receiving markedly different prognoses depending on the label applied.

				This diagnostic fragmentation is reinforced through diagrams circulated by certain clinicians online, attempting to help parents distinguish between “Asperger’s,” “autism,” and “high-functioning autism.” (dadou laoshi, 2025) Such materials frequently omit any discussion of autism as a spectrum and instead present rigid trait lists as definitive markers. As a formally diagnosed autistic person, like many autistic individuals, I display traits associated with both “Asperger’s” and “autism,” despite these being treated as mutually exclusive in such diagrams. This illustrates how oversimplified classification systems fail to reflect lived autistic experiences and instead create misleading standards. In such an environment, access to accurate and up-to-date information becomes increasingly difficult, even for those actively seeking professional guidance.

				Statements such as autistic people lack imagination and are incapable of creative work are also not uncommon and are sometimes voiced by educators or professionals (zibizheng & asiboge ganyu yuyu, 2024). Moreover, autism is frequently framed through hierarchical narratives, with Asperger’s Syndrome commonly described as a “genius disease,” while those diagnosed with Childhood Autism are portrayed as “retards” (Yu et al., 2020). In some instances, parents are reportedly advised by professionals to “give up on their autistic children” entirely (Jiao et al., 2025) and to prioritize having additional “healthy” children instead.

				Additionally, the concept of “fake autism” within Chinese clinical discourse is particularly concerning. Some clinicians warn parents that their children may display “autism-like” traits without having “real autism,” a category often described as “fake autism.” In some cases, this is claimed to account for 80% of autism diagnoses (xingkong banbu guanfang, 2025; Wu laoshi yuyan chihuan zhidao, 2024) and is portrayed as easily curable, highly responsive to behavioral interventions such as Applied Behavior Analysis, and caused by inadequate caregiving or insufficient social exposure. By contrast, “real autism” is framed as rare, severe, and largely immutable.

				Although certain conditions or situational factors may resemble aspects of autistic presentation, promoting the notion of “fake autism” without solid 
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				scientific grounding deepens diagnostic confusion, legitimizes unscientific practices, and reinforces misinformation within both clinical and public discourse.

				These problems are further compounded by the structure of clinical practice itself. In some contexts, assessments are reportedly conducted within very limited timeframes, sometimes lasting less than thirty minutes (xiaobing yu ni tongxing, 2024). At the same time, autism diagnosis and intervention have become embedded within a commercialized rehabilitation industry.

				Traditional Chinese Medicine and Rehabilitation Practices

				In Chinese contexts—including within diaspora communities in Western countries —therapy providers for autistic people are frequently referred to as “rehabilitation centers.” This terminology reflects a deeply ingrained belief that the ultimate goal for parents is to rehabilitate autistic children “back to normal” so they may assimilate into society. Throughout my advocacy work on the Chinese social media platform Xiaohongshu, I have repeatedly encountered rehabilitation staff and medical professionals claiming to have “cured” hundreds of autistic children over the course of their careers (erke wang shuyan zhuren, 2025). Some of the most vocal proponents of such claims operate within the sphere of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). While my family and I regularly use TCM remedies and acknowledge that many people find value in them, it is deeply irresponsible for any practitioner—TCM or otherwise—to claim that autism can be cured (auti_anthology, 2024; auti_anthology, 2024).

				Within this discourse, autism is often attributed to metaphysical causes (xiaoxiao, 2025): an excess of “evil fire,” imbalances of Yin and Yang, missing one of the ten spirits (zhongyi zhang yaxi, 2024), or disrupted Qi within the child’s body. Acupuncture is promoted as a means of expelling these forces (binggan de kuaile, 2025), while various elixirs are marketed as curative (erke wang shuyan zhuren, 2025; hanhan chengzhang lu, 2025). Medical practitioners are positioned as trusted authorities, and in a society where autism is framed as a devastating and yet curable disease, such claims create fertile ground for financial exploitation. Desperate parents are encouraged to believe that anything is worth trying. This is one of the primary mechanisms 
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				through which misinformation and disinformation spreads: autism is presented as curable, and cure is commodified. 

				The consequences of this misinformation are not merely theoretical or monetary. In 2016, in Guangzhou, China, a three-year-old autistic child died at a rehabilitation center that claimed to cure autism (Connor, 2016). The founder of the center publicly described autism as a “wealthy family disease” caused by spoiling children, and enforced extreme physical regimens, including forcing children to walk up to twelve miles a day to “toughen them up.”

				Whether the practitioner genuinely believed his methods or knowingly exploited vulnerable families is ultimately unknowable. What is clear is that autistic children and their families exist within a system that offers little reliable information, few accessible supports, and minimal public accountability. In such conditions, the desire for a cure becomes both understandable and dangerous. The cost of this landscape is measured not only in confusion and stigma, but, at times, in lives. 

				About Higher Support Needs and Non-Speaking Individuals

				While autistic people with higher support needs are often marginalized and insufficiently understood in Western anglophone societies, their counterparts in Chinese contexts face a more fundamental barrier: the total denial of their humanity. This dehumanization extends even into medical and educational settings, where autonomy is frequently stripped away and assumptions about inner life are made without evidence (Lulululu-qing, 2025).

				One major contributing factor is the near absence of Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) in China. Many parents, educators, and even clinicians have never encountered AAC systems, and as a result, non-speaking autistic individuals are widely assumed to be incapable of thought or emotional experience (laola, 2025).

				Some parents and professionals claim that raising a “severely autistic” child is no different from raising a pet (Jiao et al., 2025). This view is both false and deeply harmful. Many non-speaking autistic individuals are capable of 

			

		

	
		
			
				ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  93

			

		

		
			
				expressing complex thoughts, preferences, and emotions through typing or other AAC methods when given appropriate access and support. Yet because such possibilities remain largely invisible in Chinese contexts, non-speaking autistic people are rarely given the opportunity to demonstrate their inner lives. Misinformation thus becomes self-reinforcing: silence is mistaken for emptiness, and this perceived emptiness is then used to justify further neglect.

				Misinformation on the Chinese Social Media

				Many parents of autistic children in Chinese communities now acquire more information about autism through online platforms than through medical or educational professionals (Su et al., 2019). While these platforms can function as spaces for mutual support and knowledge-sharing, they also serve as major channels for the production and circulation of misinformation.

				On platforms such as Xiaohongshu, autism-related content emerges through both viral posts and informal question-and-answer exchanges. In these spaces, misinformation is generated not only by confident but uninformed commenters, but also by content creators who frame inaccurate narratives as personal success stories or educational material. Basic questions such as “What is autism?” are frequently answered by individuals with no greater understanding than the questioner, while highly visible posts promote simplified or misleading interpretations of the condition.

				Because few participants possess accurate or up-to-date knowledge of autism, such explanations are rarely challenged. Instead, they are reinforced through likes, shares, and algorithmic amplification, becoming socially validated forms of “common sense.”

				Viral Content as the Fertile Ground for Misinformation

				A striking example of this process appeared in a viral Xiaohongshu video captioned, after translation, “My second-grade nephew, the undisputed chatterbox champion of his class, managed to cure his autistic deskmate to a mild case.” (sui yun mu, 2025) The post described how frequent social interaction allegedly cured a child’s autism and concluded with the child’s parents expressing gratitude. When I first encountered the video early last 
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				year, it had accumulated approximately 160,000 likes. By August 2025, this figure had risen to more than 220,000 likes, alongside over 5,000 comments and nearly 13,000 shares.

				The comment section was dominated by agreement and similar anecdotal claims of curing autistic children through talkativeness. Notably, there was a lack of challenge to the assumption that autism can be cured, nor were there many comments from autistic self-advocates. The scale of engagement ensured that this narrative reached a vast audience, transforming a single misleading story into a widely accepted account of what autism “is” and how it should be addressed.

				Paradoxically, the video was received as positive or even heart-warming, largely because it avoided depicting autism as tragic. This response reflects how impoverished the autism discourse has become within Chinese social media spaces: narratives that are merely less harmful than overtly dehumanizing ones are interpreted as progress.

				A second example emerged in August 2025, involving a video reposted from a widely followed autism parent account on Western platforms (jia you xiongwa, 2025). The video featured an autistic boy interacting with his non-autistic sister. The comment section revealed profound gaps in public understanding: users asked basic questions such as “Can autism be cured?” and “Is autism something you are born with?” Others expressed hope that the child would “recover soon,” or disbelief that “such a cute child could have autism,” with one such comment receiving over 25,000 likes.

				Some commenters even questioned the validity of the boy’s diagnosis on the sole basis that he smiled, made fleeting eye contact, or appeared emotionally responsive—invoking the recurring myth that autistic children lack “sparks in their eyes.” This occurred despite the child being described by his mother as having profound autism. These reactions illustrate how even clear evidence can be dismissed when it conflicts with entrenched misconceptions. When autism is imagined through such narrow and false criteria, many autistic individuals simply fail to be recognised at all. This contributes to persistently low diagnosis rates within China (Li et al., 2025; Su et al., 2019; Sheikh, 2025) and Chinese communities more broadly, and reflects the conditions under which I myself was only diagnosed after leaving China at the age of eighteen.
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				In several instances of these social media exchanges, it was English-speaking users, both foreigners and people of the Chinese diaspora, who attempted to explain what autism is and is not. This pattern is revealing: correcting misinformation in Chinese autism discourse often relies on voices positioned as external or culturally hybrid, highlighting the frequent absence of shared foundational knowledge about autism within the Chinese community itself.

				The Lack of Autistic Advocacy

				Compared to English-speaking online spaces, autistic advocacy remains extremely limited within Chinese social media environments. While autistic users certainly exist, there is a striking absence of visible, sustained, and collective advocacy. In English-speaking contexts—across platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and Tumblr—large and influential accounts promoting autism awareness and acceptance occupy a recognised space within digital culture, spaces that I consistently interact with and sometimes contribute to.

				Although these environments are far from perfect, they nonetheless enable autistic people to challenge misinformation and assert their presence. No comparable ecosystem exists in most Chinese online spaces, and existing advocates are often fragmented or influenced by outdated and ableist beliefs. Similarly, while autism parents are highly active in many Western online communities, advocating for their children and sharing resources, parent-led spaces in Chinese contexts remain relatively small and are often shaped by limited or distorted understandings of autism. As a result, authority over autism discourse is largely monopolized by self-identified experts and professionals. However, as demonstrated earlier, these figures are frequently among the primary sources of misinformation and disinformation. Yet their claims remain largely unchallenged, precisely because organized autistic advocacy is so rare.

				In early 2024, after extensive observation and reflection, I attempted to intervene in this landscape by creating a dedicated account on Xiaohongshu to share up-to-date information about autism and to correct misinformation. As a bilingual and multicultural autistic person who had long witnessed the proliferation of inaccurate narratives in Chinese communities, I felt a responsibility to contribute what knowledge and experience I had. However, 
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				I quickly encountered the structural limits of individual advocacy in such an environment.

				My efforts were frequently met with two recurring responses. Some commenters accused me of fabricating my diagnosis, insisting that “real” autistic people could not participate in online discussions. Others, particularly self-identified professionals, dismissed my corrections by invoking their authority and framing my interventions as harmful to parents. In both cases, my credibility as an autistic advocate was systematically undermined.

				Through these exchanges, I was repeatedly reframed as a source of misinformation rather than a challenger of it. Over time, sustained exposure to hostility, delegitimization, and cyberbullying led me to withdraw from Chinese-language advocacy spaces and redirect my efforts primarily toward English-speaking platforms. I sometimes still interpret this retreat as a personal failure. Yet perhaps it should be more accurately understood as a reflection of how hostile epistemic environments actively discourage autistic participation. When advocacy is consistently punished, silenced, or ridiculed, its absence becomes the product of structural injustice rather than individual disengagement.

				 Cross-Cultural Challenges and Racialized Misinformation

				It may appear that misinformation about autism in and about Chinese communities is produced solely within Chinese populations. In reality, this is far from the truth. Such misinformation operates on two interconnected fronts. One emerges from within Chinese communities, through claims such as “autism does not exist.” The other—often overlooked yet deeply harmful—originates outside these communities, in the form of racialized stereotypes about autism and Chinese identity. This form of misinformation carries particular weight and demands responsibility from non-Chinese individuals to challenge it.

				This phenomenon reflects the intersection of racism and ableism. Claims such as “most Chinese people are autistic” or “the entirety of China is autistic” (rankamateur, 2023) reveal deeply entrenched stereotypes. These narratives conflate cultural practices—such as an emphasis on academic 
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				achievement or discipline—with autistic traits, falsely presenting them as evidence of widespread neurodivergence. Chinese people are also frequently portrayed as socially awkward, emotionally reserved, or inherently introverted (Lou, 2014). Such portrayals impose Western social norms onto an entire population and erase the diversity and complexity of Chinese communities.

				One recurring example concerns eye contact. Claims such as “Chinese people avoid eye contact out of politeness” are largely inaccurate in contemporary contexts. In most modern Chinese communities, direct eye contact is understood as a sign of attentiveness and respect. High-context communication also requires close attention to facial expressions and subtle emotional cues, including what is conveyed “through the eyes.” (Triandis, 2018) Although historical hierarchies once encouraged certain groups—such as women, children, or lower-status individuals—to avert their gaze before authority figures, these practices are now largely outdated. Treating them as timeless cultural norms perpetuates misleading stereotypes.

				Such misconceptions are often used by non-Chinese observers to explain delayed diagnoses or misdiagnoses among Chinese and Asian individuals, by conflating supposed “cultural traits” with autistic characteristics. Some professionals and advocates, despite good intentions, rely on these assumptions when interpreting diagnostic patterns. While increased international attention to Chinese autistic communities is welcome, it becomes counterproductive when grounded in inaccurate cultural interpretations (Henderson et al., 2023).

				In reality, neurotypical Chinese children do not generally avoid eye contact for cultural reasons. Persistent difficulties with eye contact may therefore indicate autism rather than “cultural difference.” The same applies to social behavior. Many Chinese children are outgoing and socially engaged, and strong interpersonal skills are widely valued. A child who consistently prefers solitude or shows marked social withdrawal may be autistic rather than “simply introverted” or “typically Chinese.” Although educational systems often emphasize discipline and concentration, these practices should not be conflated with restricted interests or repetitive behaviors. Failing to distinguish between cultural training and neurodevelopmental traits risks obscuring genuine support needs.
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				Beyond overt stereotyping, I have also observed a tendency among some non-Chinese social media users to uncritically celebrate Chinese terminology related to autism (Ichverdurstehier, 2023), often upon encountering it for the first time on platforms such as Xiaohongshu. A common example is the phrase “children from the stars” examined earlier in the essay, which is frequently perceived as poetic or endearing (fora-luntan, 2025). However, autism is neither romantic nor inherently “cute,” and such framing risks trivializing the complex and often difficult realities of autistic lives.

				Relatedly, some non-Chinese individuals portray East Asian countries, such as China or Japan, as inherently neurodivergent-friendly (Xun, 2025). I have publicly criticized this narrative for conflating personal travel experiences with structural accessibility (auti_anthology, 2025). Western, white, anglophone, and foreign privilege often shields visitors from forms of discrimination that local Chinese autistic people routinely face.

				Spending a few days—or even several years—in China as an autistic foreigner does not confer the authority to declare the country accessible or inclusive. Such claims frequently ignore intersecting factors such as race, language proficiency, citizenship status, and cultural positioning. Without recognizing these structural advantages, seemingly positive portrayals risk obscuring persistent barriers and reinforcing distorted narratives of inclusion.

				Engaging with unfamiliar cultural and linguistic contexts, therefore, requires sustained critical reflection. Without attention to historical, social, and linguistic nuance, individuals may endorse narratives they do not fully understand. Cultural curiosity becomes harmful when aesthetic appreciation replaces informed analysis. This responsibility applies even to autistic individuals outside Chinese contexts. When romanticized terminology and privileged personal impressions are presented as evidence that Chinese culture is especially autism-friendly, they contribute to and reinforce patterns of misinformation. 

				Conclusion: Consequences, Responsibility, and the Need for Change

				As demonstrated throughout this essay, the autism landscape in Chinese communities is shaped by persistent misconception, misinformation, and 
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				disinformation. This vicious cycle extends beyond misunderstanding and rhetoric, producing tangible and often devastating consequences. The 2016 case in which an autistic child died in a so-called rehabilitation center is only one of many instances where misinformation culminates in real harm. Every day, Chinese autistic people and their families face discrimination, exclusion, and physical risk due to distorted understandings reinforced by misleading terminology, social media narratives, and professional authority. Within this environment, autistic individuals are routinely treated as “less than,” denied their humanity, rights, and dignity.

				In 2025, two autistic 22-year-olds were denied boarding a domestic flight in China solely on the basis of their diagnoses (Liu & Jiang, 2025). Airline staff refused them entry without assessing their individual needs or conditions. Although the airline later issued a public apology, it defended its actions by claiming that allowing autistic passengers to fly would be irresponsible toward “healthy” travelers, framing autism, once again, as a serious illness.

				Public reactions to the case further revealed the extent of this misinformation. While some supported the affected families, many justified the airline’s decision in the name of “safety.” Such responses demonstrate how repeated exposure to distorted narratives leads many to believe that autistic people are inherently violent or dangerous (Jiao et al., 2025). Although some autistic individuals may display aggressive behavior, this is often a response to distress, neglect, or unmet needs. Generalizing such behavior to an entire community is both inaccurate and profoundly unjust (Chung, 2024).

				Faced with these realities, the question is no longer whether intervention is necessary, but how it can occur. Misinformation will continue to circulate and intensify if left unchallenged. For Chinese readers, this begins with learning in good faith. Engage critically with existing narratives. Read the accounts of Chinese autistic people. Question familiar assumptions. Seek reliable sources rather than sensationalized content. Active advocacy is not required of everyone, but informed awareness already contributes to a healthier informational environment.

				For non-Chinese readers, responsibility is equally important. Understanding Chinese autistic experiences requires attention to cultural, linguistic, and 
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				structural contexts. Solidarity begins with resisting racial stereotypes and avoiding narratives that position Western knowledge as inherently superior. It also requires recognizing one’s own privileges and limitations. Supporting Chinese autistic voices means active listening, amplifying responsibly, and learning before interpreting.

				Ultimately, misinformation about autism is not a neutral error. It shapes policies, practices, public attitudes, and life trajectories. It determines who is protected, who is excluded, and who is deemed disposable. No individual can dismantle this system alone. Change is slow, uneven, and fragile. Yet collective effort—however incremental—can reshape the conditions under which knowledge is produced and circulated. By centering autistic voices, challenging professional monopolies on authority, and insisting on accountability, it becomes possible to imagine a more just and accessible future for Chinese autistic people. 

				References 

				Ailin Lin. (2021, April 1). Laizi xingxing de haizi. [Children from the Stars]. 	Xiaohongshu.http://xhslink.com/o/4gRCRyLcUkE

				American Psychological Association. (n.d.). Misinformation and disinformation. 	American Psychological Association. https://www.apa.org/topics/journalism-		facts/misinformation-disinformation

				BBC. (2018, August 16). Chinese community think autism is a “contagious disease.” BBC 	News. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/uk-wales-45202285

				Binggan de kuaile. (2025, June 28). Zhenjiu shibushi zhiliao zibizheng zhishang shui? 	[Is acupuncture for treating autism just an ‘IQ tax’?]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.		com/o/3aXnxFLpCNR

				Bu keyi lao chi tang. (2024, April 17). Bei zibizheng tuolei de yisheng. [A life ruined by 	autism]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/57pxrjTu3YY

				Buting de tingxia. (2044, September 30). Gudu he zibi shapan youxi zhiliao. 	[Loneliness and Autism: Sandplay Therapy Treatment]. Xiaohongshu. http://		xhslink.com/o/51JDQlnBCzp

				Carol Zhang. (2025, December 3). Ruhe jiao haizi “qiangduo” xique ziyuan. [How 	to teach children to ‘snatch’ scarce resources]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.		com/o/2uFl72Ns8Sm

			

		

	
		
			
				ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  101

			

		

		
			
				 Chaersi yeshi Charles. (2024, December 29). Liuxue shi dui guduzheng zuihao de 	tuomin zhiliao. [Studying abroad is the best desensitisation therapy for autism]. 	Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/34xeX5gy4q8

				Chung, C. (2024, December 15). Debunking misconceptions: Are autistic 	people dangerous?. Chinese Autism. https://chineseautism.org.uk/debunking-		misconceptions-are-autistic-people-dangerous/#:~:text=In%20many%20		communities%2C%20particularly%20in,calm%2C%20kind%2C%20and%20		gentle.

				Connor, N. (2016, May 7). Autistic boy, 3, dies after punishing exercise at China Center. 	The Telegraph.https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/07/autistic-boy-3-		dies-after-punishing-exercis e-at-china-centre/

				Dadou laoshi. (2025, June 16). Duodongzheng VS zibizheng VS asiboge ruhe qufen? 	[ADHD vs. Autism vs. Asperger’s: How to tell them apart?]. Xiaohongshu. http://		xhslink.com/o/1b5scWODhiA

				Erke wang shuyan zhuren. (2025, February 11). Haizi zibizheng, wang nainai: bang ni 	yizhi kaiqiao. [Child has autism? Grandma Wang: Helping you boost intelligence 	and ‘open the mind’]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/40tXuALw8mQ

				Fora-luntan. (2025, January 17). Wo you ge wenti xiang wen zhongguo wangyou. 	Dajia dui zibizheng you renzhi ma? Renmen neng huode yu canzhang xiangguan 	de yuanzhu ma. [I have a question for Chinese netizens: Are people aware of 	autism? Can people access disability-related assistance?]. Xiaohongshu. http://		xhslink.com/o/6G2irRx2wqG

				Liu, S., & Jiang, W. (Eds.). (2025, April 10). Hangsi yi yingxiang taren weiyou juzai 	zibizheng chengke, heli ma? [An airline refused to carry an autistic passenger 	citing ‘affecting others’ as the reason. Is this reasonable?]. Yang guang wang. 	https://news.cnr.cn/dj/20250410/t20250410_527129822.shtml

				Hanhan chengzhang lu. (2025, August 27). Weijianwei juran liechu le zibizheng 	lengmen yao. [The Health Commission (NHC) actually listed ‘niche’ medications 	for autism]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/9S3gnV2tD7N

				Henderson, D. A., Wayland, S. C., & White, J. (2023). Is this autism?: A guide for 	clinicians and everyone else. Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.

				Ichverdurstehier [@ichverdurstehier]. (2023, November 13). If you want to describe 	your characters as autistic without explicitly saying they are autistic, you 	can say they have… [Post]. Tumblr. https://www.tumblr.com/		ichverdurstehier/733877683789987840/if-you-want-		to-describe-your-characters-as

			

		

	
		
			
				102 ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  

			

		

		
			
				Jiao, F., Gallagher, L. M., Pendry, L., Doyle, D. M., & Barreto, M. (2025). “lockdown didn’t 	feel any different to us” social experiences of parents of autistic children in 	the United Kingdom and in China. SSM - Qualitative Research in Health, 8, 	100627. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmqr.2025.100627 

				Jiayou xiongwa. (2025, August). Meitian shangxue qian meimei dou yao dui zibizheng 	gege shuo: wo ai ni. [Every day before school, little sister has to say to her autistic 	older brother: ‘I love you’]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/7K7yO0r1E7L

				Laola. (2025, May 15). Hen tongxin, 16 sui zibizheng haizi de xuanze. [Heartbreaking: 	The choice made by a 16-year-old with autism]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.		com/o/4mrf0OQPFCH

				Li, X., Xu, H., & Zhang, J. (2024). Attitudes of Chinese public towards the autism 	community: Evidence from a decade of Weibo Data. Heliyon, 10(16). https://doi.		org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e35113

				Li, Z., Niu, X., Wong, P. C., Zhang, H., & Wang, L. (2025). Factors influencing timely 	diagnosis of autism in China: An application of Andersen’s behavioral model 	of Health Services use. BMC Psychiatry, 25(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-		025-06590-0

				Lou, E. (2014). Racial stereotypes, identity, and identity denial among East Asian 	Canadians (thesis).

				Lulululu-qing. (2025, September 3). Zai zibizheng yanli qita ren jiushi ge hui chusheng 	de wanju. [In the eyes of someone with autism, are other people just toys that 	make noise?] Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/AjMKR8tE0F5

				Myth, misconception, misinformation and disinformation. (n.d.). https://thechat.		scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/7.-myth_misconception_misinformation_		disinformation-2024.pdf

				Pistachio kaixinguo. (2025, January 15). Zhongguoren yuhe kandai shenjing fenqi? 	Nimen zuxun DSM-5 ma? [How do Chinese people view neurodiversity? Do you 	all follow the DSM-5?] Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/8xDtQvUS3dj

				Rankamateur. [@rankamateur]. (2023, September 20). The entirety of China is autistic 	didn’t you know *eye roll gif*. [Post]. Bluesky. https://bsky.app/profile/		rankamateur.bsky.social/post/3k7tw2ldze422

				Sheikh, K. (2025, August 6). New figures for autism prevalence in china point to 	previous neglect. The Transmitter: Neuroscience News and Perspectives. https://		www.thetransmitter.org/spectrum/new-figures-autism-prevalence-china-		point-prev ious-neglect/

				Sui yun mu. (2025, July 30). Wu zheng zi yi. [Practicing medicine on oneself without a 	license]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/8fDuEZYu2pu

			

		

	
		
			
				ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  103

			

		

		
			
				Su, S., Paynter, J., & Gilmore, L. (2019). Chinese parents’ understanding of autism 	spectrum disorder. International Journal of Disability, Development and 	Education, 68(3), 414–426. https://doi.org/10.1080/1034912x.2019.1687857

				Tang, L., & Bie, B. (2015). The stigma of autism in China: An analysis of newspaper 	portrayals of autism between 2003 and 2012. Health Communication, 31(4), 	445–452. https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2014.965381

				The Auti Anthology [@auti_anthology]. (2024, October 17). Some of the ridiculous 	things that medical professionals and paraprofessionals in China say about 	autism - in quotes (and what do… [Post]. Instagram. https://www.instagram.		com/p/DBO_0R1xbpD/?img_index=1

				The Auti Anthology [@auti_anthology]. (2024, October 21). Some of the ridiculous 	things that medical professionals and paraprofessionals in China say about 	autism - in quotes (and what do… [Post]. Instagram. https://www.instagram.		com/p/DBY-n2qR7Vv/?img_index=1

				The Auti Anthology [@auti_anthology]. (2025, April 16). Stop saying “it’s easier being 	neurodivergent in China”, and I cannot understand why some people say this! 	[Post]. Instagram. https://www.instagram.com/p/DIhLZBfx8Pn/?img_index=1

				Triandis, H. C. (2018). Individualism and collectivism. Routledge. 

				Wu laoshi yuyan chihuan zhidao. (2024, July 22). Haizi yisi zibizheng zenme bianbie, 	80% yishang bei wuzhen. [How to tell if a child is suspected of having autism. Over 	80% are misdiagnosed]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/APeblIycujX

				Xian. (2024, October 1). Gupizheng yiyuzheng de ziwo zhenduan. [Self-diagnosis for 	‘Gu-pi-zheng’ (Social Reclusion/Introversion) and Depression.] Xiaohongshu. 	http://xhslink.com/o/8odqB2pjTqP

				Xiaobing yu ni tongxing. (2024, May 24). Zou xiaobing: zibizheng mianzhen, yisheng 	yiban wen naxie wenti? [Zou Xiaobing: During an autism consultation, 	what questions does a doctor usually ask?]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.		com/o/6NXEWN7HvsB

				 Xiaotaiyang 123. (2025, February 17). Huaiyi haizi shi zibizheng, bugan daiqu yiyuan 	quezhen, muqian xintai shi taobi, deguoqieguo, ai #zibizheng. [I suspect my child 	has autism, but I don’t dare take them to the hospital for a diagnosis. Right now, my 	mindset is one of escape—just taking it day by day. Sigh.] Xiaohongshu. http://		xhslink.com/o/8U9lx4yJLIH

				Xiaoxiao. (2025, April 18). Zibizheng de haizi, neng yong xuanxue de fangfa jiejue 	ma? [Can children with autism be cured/helped using ‘Metaphysical’ methods?]. 		Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/2j7CnuTtnbX

			

		

	
		
			
				104 ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  

			

		

		
			
				Xingkong banbu guanfang. (2025, February 12). Zhuyi nide haizi keneng shi jia 	zibizheng. [Attention! Your child might have ‘Fake-Autism’]. Xiaohongshu. http://		xhslink.com/o/X6Ukw38LFa

				Xinzhi xiaobao. (2025, August 4). Houhui dai wa qu jiancha shibushi zibizheng le. 	[I regret taking my child to get checked for autism]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.		com/o/7xAiRMcnaVH

				Xun, X. M. [@xuelsun]. (2025, April 12). My neurodivergent struggles diminish 	significantly when I’m in China. [Post]. Threads. https://www.threads.com/@		xuelsun/post/DIWwgUxyfGW?xmt=AQF0Ap4InN_sowTjna pC16q6E_		iLkN0VBbRF1m6V_gfVejxzTpMnjPSy7o5D4G1Xrh829VqA&slof=1

				Yu, L., Stronach, S., & Harrison, A. J. (2020). Public knowledge and stigma of autism 	spectrum disorder: Comparing China with the United States. Autism, 24(6), 	1531–1545. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361319900839

				Zhongyi zhang yaxi. (2024, November 29). Weishenme shuo zibizheng shi san hun qi po 	que yi po? [Why is it said that autism is the result of missing one of the ‘Three Souls 	and Seven Spirits’?] Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/XnEsX8GFpG

				Zhou, Q., Lei, Y., Du, H., & Tao, Y. (2023). Public concerns and attitudes towards 	autism on Chinese social media based on K-means algorithm. Scientific Reports, 	13(1). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-42396-4

				Zhuzhu nvhai. (2021, April 26). Wo de kuaile bujian le. [My happiness is gone]. 	Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/kzYFGcAcvB

				Zibizheng & asiboge ganyu yuyu. (2024, October 26), Laizi yiwei chengnian asiboge de 	nahan – wo yao jiehun. [A cry from an adult with Asperger’s: I want to get 	married!]. Xiaohongshu. http://xhslink.com/o/8YvN09n0AbT

			

		

	
		
			
				ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  105

			

		

		
			
				Joy Lu Joy Lu is an award-winning autistic designer, artist, writer, and advocate, fluent in both English and Mandarin Chinese. A multicultural Chinese Canadian based in Toronto, her work explores autism through cross-cultural and lived-experience perspectives. She writes extensively about autism from a Chinese cultural lens on Instagram under the name @auti_anthology. 

				She earned her BFA in Industrial Design at the Rhode Island School of Design (USA), where she also completed a minor in Literary Arts and Studies, and later earned an MA in Design Products from the Royal College of Art (UK), where her distinction-grade dissertation examined autistic thinking patterns and creativity. In 2023, she received the Helen Hamlyn Design Award for We Are in This Together, an inclusive design project addressing barriers faced by disabled students in art and design education. Her interdisciplinary practice centers on neurodivergent agency, creative authorship, and the right of autistic people to shape knowledge about their own communities.

			

		

	
		
			
				106 ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				“Everyone leaves me behind”: How Harmful Tropes in Fiction Impact Autistic Women	Sara Allard

				After decades of neglect, the lives and experiences of autistic women and girls are getting the recognition they deserve thanks in large part to the arts. Female autistic characters are becoming increasingly prominent in fiction, and the importance of this cannot be overstated. Fiction is one of the most powerful tools for educating the public about autism, as “much of the writing on the condition for lay (as opposed to medical or academic) audiences concentrates on making diagnostic criteria intelligible for a wider readership and then exploring the personal or social consequences of this, or the ideas of neurology and humanity that extend from such considerations” (Murray 2008, p. 7). When it comes to contemporary narratives about female autistic characters, however, that power is being used to perpetuate harmful stereotypes about autistic women and therefore undoing the newfound recognition they have received. Through the analysis of three fictional works from the 2020s, this essay will discuss the widespread issue of autistic female characters having their autonomy dismissed, their personal and/or romantic goals discouraged, and their physical and emotional needs being de-centered in favor of allistic preferences.

				Autistic Women in the Real World

				To understand how the lives of autistic women are so easily misunderstood in fiction, we must understand how they are misunderstood by both the media and the medical community. The unique female presentation of autism has been noticed as far back as 1925, when researcher Grunya Sukhareva dedicated an entire study to autistic females. Sukhareva noticed that these females had less motor skill deficits, less abstract thinking, and more mood swings than their male counterparts—despite their outwardly calm demeanor (Simmonds and Sukhareva 2020).

				 Sukhareva also noticed that some of the autistic girls she studied seemed to “[behave] as though [they are] studying and judging everything” and had a 
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				“constant desire to be better,” which caused what she called “an underlying affective tone of restlessness” (Simmonds & Sukhareva 2020). Unfortunately, due to the male-centric research of Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger becoming more popular than Sukhareva’s, the medical community’s understanding of autistic females was set back decades (Hendrickx, 2024, p. 29). As of 2023, the majority of healthcare professionals still didn’t have the education needed to diagnose autistic females (as cited in Hendrickx, 2024, p. 48). Thanks to newfound visibility and interest in autistic women across television, novels, and especially social media, scientists are beginning to acknowledge what Sukhareva already knew. She knew that autistic females present uniquely, especially when it comes to “be[ing] experts at observing those around them and copying what they ‘should’ be doing” (as cited in Wassell & Burke, 2022). These social imitation skills are often referred to as “masking” by the autism community, and it is one of the single largest differences between the male and female presentations of autism. Masking has significant impacts on the lives of autistic women, especially as described by Gina Rippon’s book Off the Spectrum: Why the Science of Autism has Failed Women and Girls:

				Women report being exhausted by the ongoing effort of monitoring how other people behave so they can formulate their own personal ‘how-to’ guides. They grow tired of constantly practising the mini-scripts they have generated so they can put on the right ‘show’, and of living in a chronic state of anxiety that they will be found out…Such personal testimonies are borne out in research, which links camouflaging with mental health problems such as anxiety and depression. A survey in 2021 reviewed twenty-nine studies of camouflaging… confirmed that ‘compared to autistic males, autistic females reported camouflaging across more situations, more frequently and for more of the time’. They also confirmed a relationship between camouflaging and poor mental health, including increased social anxiety, depressive symptoms, burnout, and suicidal thoughts. (2025, p. 217-218)

				The prolonged physical, mental, and emotional strain of masking places a unique burden on the shoulders of autistic females. Many of these women might not realize they are even autistic at all, because the most readily perceived aspects of autistic people—“differences with the expression and reading of non-verbal signals, such as eye contact, [and] facial expressions”—
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				are less noticeable simply because they are more likely to suppress them (Hendrickx, 2024, p. 80-81). This increased likelihood of masking is sociological, as autistic females face more societal pressure to mask their traits because of their gender (Wassell & Burke, 2022). For example, while direct communication is normalized among males, it is “particularly poorly tolerated among girls” (Hendrickx, 2024, p. 86). The “societal expectations…creat[ing] barriers to recognising, understanding and supporting autistic girls” force them to suffer in silence as a means of social survival (Wassell & Burke, 2022), which can sometimes make life dangerous for an autistic female:

				Research has confirmed that rates of sexual victimization among autistic women are elevated… 61% of autistic women without intellectual disability reported sexual violence after age 15, compared to 35% of non-autistic women…Motivations related to social acceptance, combined with difficulties in social communication and interpretation, may contribute to autistic women entering relationships where they encounter challenges discerning others’ intentions and asserting personal boundaries…thereby increasing susceptibility to coercive, unsafe, or otherwise maladaptive romantic and sexual experiences (Handler 2025).

				These harrowing statistics are rooted in complex factors, but two major ones are a lack of sex education and the societal pressure to mask. Autistic women often are not getting proper sexual education due to the “neurotypical assumption that autistic people aren't sexual or shouldn't be sexually active” (Wassell & Burke, 2022). Most fiction about autistic women actively promotes this false assumption and ignores the role masking plays in the experience of sexual trauma.

				Instead of being offered the education and safety procedures they need to stay safe, autistic women are pressured into rejecting their instincts and suppressing their own needs. Although the scientific research community is making progress regarding the unique profile of autistic females, much of the general public remains in the dark. Nowhere are these misconceptions more evident than in fictional portrayals of autistic women, which devalue their particular struggles and perspectives.
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				Autistic Women in Fiction

				When it comes to autistic female characters in contemporary fiction, there are three major problematic trends that present across their narratives: first, autistic women mask for the comfort of others; second, they are denied sexual and romantic autonomy; and third, they lack agency and insight. These tropes portray masking as benign, ignoring the detriments to mental, physical, and emotional health it causes. Additionally, they consistently undermine the personal experiences, desires, and relationships of adult autistic women, encouraging the idea that allistics need to take control of their decision making. 

				Below are three examples of these trends in contemporary pieces of media. It should be noted that all female characters mentioned have been considered relatable and inspirational within some of the autistic community. However, this proves that even the more positive representations of autistic women are not safe from these problematic tropes.

				Masking for the Comfort of Others: The Maid 

				The Maid is a mystery written by Nita Prose and published in 2022. It tells the story of Molly Gray, a maid at a luxury hotel called the Regency Grand. The death of her grandmother and loss of her life savings has left her frightened for the future, and the recent murder of a wealthy guest she attends to only makes matters worse. Now implicated in the crime, Molly must discover the true killer to save her livelihood and her friends. She is what is often referred to as an autistic-coded character—presenting commonly known traits of ASD without the diagnosis ever being canonically confirmed. According to Prose:

				Years ago, I worked as a teacher to special needs students. I learned so much from them. The world could be so incredibly cruel to them, and I had to witness that, and it was shocking. But there was a gift as well . . . these kids were often stronger, more resilient, and more adaptable than most of us . . . I never labeled Molly. I was concerned that if her neurodivergence was spelled out from the beginning, or on the jacket copy, then readers would miss the most important part, which is how she's exactly the same as all of us (as cited in Palassio 2022).
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				By refusing to acknowledge Molly’s neurodiversity, Prose leaves no space to explore the stigma and misconceptions she faces as an autistic woman. Molly is instead molded by a character arc that is thematically appropriate for a female character with mere low self-esteem. The most pervasively problematic aspect with this approach is The Maid’s inadvertent glorification of masking, as well as portraying the allistic characters who encourage her to do so as heroic. Nowhere is this more present than how the narrative heroicizes Giselle, its morally grey antagonist. When the two characters first meet, Giselle states she likes Molly due to her autistic traits, specifically her atypical speech patterns (Prose, 2022, p. 49). However, she then spends several scenes trying to alter Molly’s autistic traits and appearance:

				Giselle is good like that. Instead of making me feel stupid, she helps me understand things. “Molly, you stand too close to people, you know that? You have to back off a bit, not get right in people’s faces when you talk to them…“Always stand that far away, unless it’s, like, me or another close friend.” Another close friend. Little did she know, she was my one and only. (Prose, 2022, p. 51)

				“Molly!” she yelled one day…“Clean the rooms fast and then we’re doing a makeover.” She clapped her hands with joy. “Excuse me?” I said. “I’m going to teach you how to apply makeup. You’re really pretty, Molly, you know that? . . . the problem is you don’t try very hard” . . . I turned my head from side to side. I could barely see my old self anymore. I knew that I somehow looked “better,” or at least more like everyone else, but there was something very off-putting about the change . . .I knew the etiquette for this, which was a relief. When someone compliments you, you’re supposed to thank them. And when they do something kind for you—even if you didn’t want them to—you’re supposed to thank them. “I appreciate your efforts,” I said (Prose, 2022, p. 51, 56).

				Instead of exploring how Molly could be harmed by this pressure to mask, Giselle’s attempts to change Molly are portrayed as a kind gesture. This leads to Giselle being redeemed by the narrative even after framing Molly for murder (Prose, 2022). Despite her anger towards her actions, Molly still ends the novel warmly imagining Giselle “on a lounge chair in the sun, finally getting what she always wanted” (Prose 2022, p. 281). By portraying Giselle and Molly’s harmful friendship in an endearing light, the novel favors ableist 
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				views surrounding autistic identity. That privilege also extends to the other protagonists, as they encourage Molly to mask as well. These supporting characters (Juan Manuel, Mr. Preston, and Charlotte) create a plan to reveal the true murderer that depends entirely on Molly masking. When Molly expresses obvious discomfort about the role she was given, her feelings are dismissed:

				It took well over an hour to hash out the details. During that time, I said, “No” and “I can’t” so repeatedly that I sounded… like the Little Engine That Couldn’t . . I had to get past the feeling of dissimulating, of not presenting my true thoughts, but Juan Manuel said something that eased my mind: “Sometimes, you must do one thing bad to do another thing good.” He’s right in so many ways, and I know so from experience. (Prose, 2022, p. 209)

				Molly follows through with the plan by masking both her direct communication style and her physical/emotional discomfort. Beforehand she asks “how will I act normally when the tension is already jangling the core of my being?” (Prose 2022, p. 213). When made uncomfortable by a male character, she says “I want to wrench…away, but I know I must not move. We have faith in you. I hear it in my head, but it’s not Gran’s voice this time. It’s Mr. Preston’s. Then Charlotte’s. Then Juan Manuel’s” (Prose 2022, p. 217). Despite clear examples of both the mental toll and physical danger that masking puts her in, the novel ends with Molly being proud of herself for (among other things) improving her masking abilities:

				I watch as she rushes to the kitchen, where she is no doubt talking to her supervisor, who will soon come out and look at me with wide eyes. I will recognize the expression instantly. I will know that it means fear because I’m getting better at this—understanding the subtle cues, the body language that expresses emotional states. The more you live, the more you learn. (Prose, 2022, p. 237)

				Instead of unpacking the harms that masking could have on Molly’s life, the narrative implies that the positive social outcomes of masking outweigh the negatives, and that the anxiety/discomfort it causes are merely signs of low self-esteem. This is a dire oversight on the author’s part, as masking often requires not just mimicking social cues and speech patterns, but also 
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				ignoring both sensory sensitivity and the healthy calming techniques (such as stimming) that autistics commonly experience. This long-term suppression of physical and emotional needs causes real harm to autistic women and girls, yet many state they felt obligated to keep up the façade. As one autistic woman states, “I was given the message that my entire job in life was to make other people feel comfortable. And I never thought about making myself feel comfortable” (Purple Ella 2023). The Maid offers a similar message to readers through dismissing Molly’s discomfort with masking, not showing its negative side effects, and portraying the allistic characters who encouraged masking as loving friends.

				Denied Sexual and Romantic Autonomy: As We See It 

				As We See It is an Amazon TV drama series created by Jason Katims and based on the Israeli drama series On the Spectrum. Authentic portrayals of autistic adult life were crucial to Katims, who made sure autistic cast and crew members had a prominent voice in the production (Escandon 2022). It centers on three autistic young adults who live together in a group home under the care of Mandy, their home supervisor. As the father of an autistic son entering adulthood, Katims stated that he “felt a deep sense of responsibility to get the story right and to tell the story authentically and make it feel real” (Dean 2022). This commitment to authenticity is evident in the inclusion of Violet Wu, an autistic young woman who is portrayed by autistic actress Sue Ann Pien. 

				Violet’s main character arc in As We See It focuses on her desire for a romantic relationship. In the pilot episode, she tells her allistic older brother Van, “I’m twenty-five. I want a boyfriend. It’s normal to have a boyfriend.” (Peretz 2022). Violet develops attraction for Julian, a co-worker who openly flirts with her, but is also seen practicing reckless dating behavior, such as using dating apps uncritically and rushing into sexual intimacy (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). Considering how often autistic adults are stereotyped as asexual in the media, this is a welcome change that opens the door for a compelling narrative about navigating autistic relationships, as well as displaying the very real issue of autistic female’s high risk for abuse and assault. However, Violet is never taught how to actually mitigate this risk. The narrative of As We See It consistently validates the neurotypical misconception that autistic women cannot handle sex education. After being 

			

		

	
		
			
				ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  113

			

		

		
			
				rudely asked out on a date, Violet has the following exchange with side-character Salena:

				VIOLET: Douglas asked me to this dumb 3D movie and he wants me to pay for my own ticket…I shouldn’t go out with him, right?

				MANDY: I think he’s adorable, right? VAN: Yeah, yeah. He’s a great guy!

				VIOLET: Salena, what do you think? When I’m with Julian I feel all excited and tingly. But when I’m with Douglas, nothing. Dead fish. Flat line.

				SALENA: Well, all I can say is I’ve never gone on a date that I didn’t want to go on. (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022)

				This is safe, wise dating advice to give to any young woman, especially autistic women who live in a world that tells them to either ignore their discomfort or suppress it through masking. However, the idea of affirming Violet’s romantic preferences and helping her navigate them safely is villainized by the narrative. Mandy and Van visibly shake their heads in exasperation after hearing this advice, and once alone Mandy states the following:

				MANDY: In the eight months I’ve been working with your sister, I’ve learned one thing about her, and that’s that she wants connection…She finally was possibly interested in a sweet, nice guy who could actually be a good fit. And Salena has known your sister for what? All of three minutes. She has no idea who she is. She has no idea what she’s going through, and she’s just totally cool . . . completely fucking the whole thing up. (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022)

				Instead of exploring Violet’s romantic desires in a nuanced way, the narrative of As We See It prioritizes the reductive views of her allistic caregivers. While Violet’s caregivers have been openly discouraging her from pursuing any romantic relationship at all, they are covertly setting her up with Douglas. To validate this manipulative behavior, the show goes out of its way to make Violet’s first self-initiated relationship a failure. After a mutually consensual night with Julian, it’s quickly revealed to Violet that he never truly wanted a 
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				relationship with her (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). This revelation not only causes an emotional fallout but also causes Violet to lose both her job and her home, as Van implies she needs to be relocated for her own safety (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). The stakes of Violet’s romantic relationships are raised so high that her entire life is portrayed as destroyed by one mistake. The only character who combats this dehumanizing narrative is Douglas, who tells Violet that she should be proud of what happened because “if I did what you did, [my therapist] would throw me a party” (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). This begins a new platonic relationship between the two, where they compare/contrast their independence skills (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). While this neurodiversity affirming scene mitigates some of the harm of Violet’s character arc, the show’s final episode still robs Violet of her romantic autonomy:

				DOUGLAS: I guess I like you.

				VIOLET: I told you, you're not gonna be my boyfriend. 

				DOUGLAS: Why not?

				VIOLET: I want a normal boyfriend.

				DOUGLAS: Why? What's the big deal about normal? (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022)

				Without any other dialogue or space for Violet’s thoughts, the two share a kiss which Violet later tells the other leads she “weirdly liked” (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). This hasty relationship with a partner that Violet had no physical or emotional attraction to for the majority of the show’s runtime is portrayed as the endearing, natural conclusion for her character.

				Contrast this with the romance arc that one of the male leads, Jack, experiences. He forms a relationship with Ewatomi, a nurse who is treating his father’s cancer. Jack frequently pressures Ewatomi into telling him confidential medical information about his father, even following her after work hours to get said information (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). He continually exhibits rude and border-line harassment type behavior towards Ewatomi, which in itself is a problematic trope in stories about 
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				autistic characters (Rowe 2017). Despite breaching multiple personal and professional boundaries, Ewatomi easily reciprocates Jack’s feelings, calling him a smart and sweet man who deserves love (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). Moreover, Jack’s father is thrilled by the relationship and encourages his son to pursue it—even when Jack himself seems indifferent to the idea (Arviv, Gitelson, Ididis, & J. Katims 2022). This contrast also presents itself during interviews with Katims:

				We tried to find the journeys that really made sense for them . . . you’re a little bit on edge because is Jack going to say something at work that gets him fired and is Violet going to do something that inadvertently puts her in danger? . . . Violet feels, ‘Hey, I'm 25. I want autonomy. I want a boyfriend. I want to go out and have sex and I don't want my brother hassling me . . . ’ And for Van, it's like, of course, he wants that for his sister . . . it's that delicate balance between trying to help her have that autonomy she’s seeking, but maybe it’s going to take her longer to do it than it might be for other people. (Dean 2022)

				While clearly well-intentioned with his portrayals of autistic adults, Katims approached Violet’s character with a more fearful mindset than he did for the male leads—especially in regards to romantic relationships. In As We See It, autistic males are encouraged to pursue love interests, make mistakes, and dream of fulfilling relationships. Meanwhile, autistic females are punished for being sexually enthusiastic and told to settle for the bare minimum. 

				The romantic lives of autistic women are surrounded by the bigotry of low expectations. As We See It reinforces those expectations by telling viewers that vague interest and surface-level understanding of autism is the best quality these women can hope to find in a partner—no matter how incompatible the partner is in other areas. Hendrickx notes that in her research of autistic women, many of them “did not feel worthy of having any selection criteria for a partner and were willing to go out with anyone who asked” (Hendrickx, 2024, p. 217). Romance narratives with such a hopeless mindset will force autistic women into subpar relationships at best and abusive ones at worst. 
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				Lacking Agency and Insight: She-Ra and The Princesses of Power 

				In this Netflix animated series targeted at young children, She-Ra and a group of princesses fight against evil, with one of those princesses, named Entrapta, being canonically confirmed as autistic. She is a scientific genius, and her ability to innovate makes her one of the show’s most powerful protagonists. Despite this, Entrapta is frequently undermined and infantilized by the narrative. In a 2019 interview about the character, the creator/executive producer N.D. Stevenson stated:

				 . . . she’s sort of the definition of chaotic neutral. She doesn’t wish harm on anyone else, but she also doesn’t have a huge self-preservation instinct, and that also extends to everyone around her . . . Part of that is just how she kind of sees the world—she doesn’t really draw a big distinction between people and robots. She kind of sees herself as a robot. She sees robots as people. And she’s kind of right about that . . . She’s just a character who’s incredibly curious, who wants all the answers . . . And that’s what makes her dangerous, definitely on the side of the villains, is that she’s so focused on getting those answers that it does put the other characters in danger at times . . . She just doesn’t see the world in terms of good and evil the way some of the other characters do. (as cited in Dahl 2019)

				Compare this with Sukhareva’s observations of autistic women, who noted that they “[have] the capacity for lively, empathetic understanding of others’ experiences…[and] a sense of camaraderie… expressed through constant effort to protect anyone who has been slighted…with an idiosyncratic, inflexible, and hyperbolic sense of justice.” (Simmonds & Sukhareva 2020) Although the creator intended to create an affirming representation of autistic women, it is clear Entrapta’s characterization is more inspired by the sensationalized Rain Man stereotype often seen in fiction. By embracing this stereotype, Entrapta’s otherwise positive characterization is overshadowed by ableist stereotypes.

				Entrapta is often portrayed as unreliable, a danger unto herself, and incapable of holding any personal beliefs merely because she’s autistic. In one early example, Entrapta is portrayed as so unaware of the political turmoil 
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				of her world that she has to be explicitly reminded that she’s a member of the protagonist’s revolutionary group (Bennett 2018). Dozens of jokes are made at Entrapta’s expense, which mostly include her being picked up, dragged around, shushed, and otherwise restrained by the protagonists as if she’s a small child (Bennett & Burdine 2020). Despite Entrapta being one of the show’s oldest protagonists, many of these demeaning moments are played comedically, telling viewers that restraining an adult autistic woman is necessary.

				While the other protagonists’ character arcs get to explore themes of courage, grief, and sacrifice, almost all of Entrapta’s character arcs center around the theme of manipulation. She goes through a season-long arc of being assumed dead by She-Ra and the other protagonists, and the antagonist Catra takes her in and manipulates her into believing she was abandoned by She-Ra on purpose. After Entrapta is betrayed by Catra as well, She-Ra and other protagonists come to her rescue. There she expresses sadness about her mistreatment, saying “no one understands me. I tried to be a good friend, but I didn't understand that either . . . Everyone leaves me behind. Why should it be any different now?” (Clotworthy 2019).

				This moment of introspection could have been used to start a deeper discussion into how Entrapta is viewed by herself and others, or how her autistic social struggles don’t make her a less trustworthy friend. One of Entrapta’s most vulnerable moments is written off as a choice that she did not make herself, leaving her thoughts and feelings about a traumatic moment in her life ignored (Clotworthy 2019). Although all the protagonists mourned Entrapta’s supposed death and expressed regrets about her fate, she is once again mocked, infantilized, and overall mistrusted by the protagonists upon her return:

				ENTRAPTA: This transmission pattern is fascinating. We should get closer.

				MERMISTA: We can’t. Thanks to you…I should’ve known better than to trust you. You don’t care about any of us, you only care about tech!
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				ENTRAPTA: Are you all mad at me? 

				MERMISTA: You’re seriously just realizing that? Yeah, we’re mad!

				PERFUMA: You don’t consider how your actions affect other people! Even people who are supposed to be your friends.

				FROSTA: Like us. The ones getting beat up by your dumb bots. And whose kingdoms you almost destroyed.

				ENTRAPTA: I’m not good at people. But I am good at tech. I thought maybe if I could use tech to help you, you’d like me. But I messed that up, too.

				MERMISTA: Entrapta, no! I said we have to leave! Can you listen for once in your life? (Bennett & Burdine 2020)

				It should also be noted that during this scene, Mermista throws Entrapta’s science equipment and pulls her hair when she attempts to run away, both of which cause Entrapta visible distress (Bennent & Burdine 2020). These characters neither stop nor feel remorse for their aggression toward Entrapta until she proves she understands their mission goal. 

				Later, the same protagonists insult the romantic relationship Entrapta begins with Hordak, an antagonist who is redeemed through their relationship. While most of the protagonists doubt Entrapta’s capabilities and attempt to control her, Hordak trusts her expertise and frequently defends her against criticism (Hughes 2019). The two characters bond through their love of science, shared experiences with loneliness, and struggles living with a disability. It is Entrapta’s repeated declarations that “imperfection is beautiful” that ultimately inspires Hordak to reject his evil ways (Dwooman Woo 2019, Burdine & Clotworthy 2020). This should have been seen as an inspirational, honorable development by the protagonists, as it can be argued Entrapta’s bond with Hordak saved countless lives. However, the only comment the protagonists make on the matter is Mermista asking if “everyone's okay with this” (Burdine & Manrique 2020). What should have been an impactful, thematically appropriate plotline is once again reduced to 
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				a joke about Entrapta’s inability to make good choices—reinforcing the trope that autistic women suffer from a lack of insight.

				If the agency and insight of fictional autistic women is consistently undermined, autistic women and girls in the real world will undermine their own as well. During a personal testimony about her life, one autistic woman stated the following: “life has not led me to believe that my own feelings and emotions are valid or meaningful, so I use others as a yardstick for knowing what is acceptable” (as cited in Hendrickx, 2024, p. 175). Such feelings are consistent with that of other autistic women’s perceptions, leading to a wide-scale crisis of low self-esteem and silent suffering. The anxiety, depression, and sensory overwhelm they feel from masking will not be seen as valid. The danger or discomfort they feel from sexual partners will not be seen as meaningful, causing the high statistics of sexual abuse to continue to climb. No amount of personal, academic, or professional accomplishments will make society trust in their expertise. 

				Conclusion

				As autistic women gain their long-overdue recognition in fiction, they are subject to many harmful tropes. Misconceptions about autistic women’s capacity for autonomy and sexuality must be recognized, as well as how the uniquely female phenomenon of masking harms their mental health. Writers and artists who wish to create stories about female autistic characters have the power to not only shape the public’s imagination of autistic women and girls, but also how said women and girls will imagine themselves. If creators want to shape that imagination into something that empowers autistic women, they have a duty to put these problematic tropes to rest—harmless masking, the denial of sexual/romantic autonomy, and the lack of agency and insight—before they become a negative influence on autistic women in the real world for decades to come.
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				Sermon on the Spectrum

				Behold! The sacred vestibule of involuntary eye contact, where neurotypicals juggle etiquette and prepackaged platitudes.

				I sit sideways in the pew, chewing wires of propriety, my hoodie drawn like a battle flag at dawn. 

				Doctor Diagnosis, MD in Guesswork, offers me a handshake and a 	prescription. His shadow rolls in on rollerblades, trailing burnt toast and white coat 	syndrome. 

				Stigma howls from the rafters, wrapped in a cape of backhanded 	compliments—“You don’t look autistic! You must be high-functioning, or something.”

				I bury these phrases beneath the sandbox of my cerebellum, next to dinosaur bones and every mask I’ve ever known. 

				The census-taker knocks on my amygdala, dressed as RFK Jr. “Do you identify as human, android, alien, or error code?”

				I circle “Yes” to all and mail him back a poem dipped in gold—(not bad, Bobby, for someone incapable of jobs, love, or metaphor).

				My meltdowns arrive in tuxedos and monogrammed helmets.They burst into classes, beatboxing grief in bubble wrap tongues. 

				A thousand eyes line the crosswalks of Toronto, unblinking and divine,always demanding another neurotypical performance in 4K Ultra HD.

				A script lands in my hands, woven from the expectations of others.Somewhere, Temple Grandin ghostwrites my apology for bailing. 

				I stim beneath my breath in the aisle of a dollar store on Bloor,clutching a squishy toy like a new gospel for the neurodivergent age.
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				As the world gifts me a soapbox made of sudoku and suspicion, I preach in fidgets, script in crayon, and resurrect in otherworldly glory. 

				—Jan Wozniak 
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				Diogo Santos, Mutual Mismatch. Digital Collage (2026). 
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				Artist’s Statement: This collage reflects on the misinformation that frames autism as a unilateral social deficit. Narratives in media, clinical discourse, and scholarship often position neurotypical traits as universal and neutral, while divergent bodies, minds, and ways of being are frequently interpreted as disorder. 

				Drawing on the concept of the double empathy problem, as articulated by Damian Milton—the idea that relational breakdown between autistic and non-autistic people is mutual rather than one-sided—this collage questions the assumption that relational complexity originates in autism alone. Instead, the image highlights the differences and complexities that shape both sides. In the collage, I incorporate a line from Plato—“You do me too much honor if you suppose that I am capable of divining his motives so exactly” (Plato, 1973, p. 78)—as cited in Milton (2012), reflecting the impossibility of fully interpreting another’s perspective and reinforcing the mutual and unpredictable nature of human exchange.

				ReferencesMilton, D. E. (2012). On the ontological status of autism: The ‘double empathy 	problem’. Disability & Society, 27(6), 883-887.

				Diogo Santos is a doctoral student in Transformational Leadership based in the United States. Originally from Brazil, he holds a BA in Visual Arts from the Universidade Federal do Paraná (Brazil) and an MA in Visual Culture and Contemporary Art from Aalto University (Finland). His background in art mediation focuses on accessibility and relationships between the public and the arts. Recently diagnosed as autistic, Santos draws on lived relational experience and concepts from autism studies in his academic and artistic practice to explore how culture shapes notions of selfhood and relationality. His work invites reflection on identity and human exchange.
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				M Best, Surprise, It Was a Test. Illustration (2026). 
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				Artist’s Statement: I made this artwork a couple of days after my autism diagnosis with a pediatrician. The appointment took hours, and I felt it was slightly untruthful, the doctor hiding elements of the test I was being judged on, as well as being mostly ridiculous, illogical questions that I was expected to answer. Even after getting my results (I had it), I was still irritated at the ways the appointment had felt like a trick or a test I was failing. That was the feeling I tried to put into this piece.
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				Nature and Nurture in Appreciating Neurodivergent Lives

				Review of Neurodivergent, by Nature: Why Biodiversity needs Neurodiversity by Joe Harkness (Bloomsbury Wildlife, 2025)

				Joe Harkness is a British educator who works closely with neurodivergent youth. He’s also a naturalist and writer on the role of environmental conservation on the welfare of neuro-atypical people. His interest in their prospects for a happy life follows from his own anomalous makeup as one with ADHD, a condition that led to his “20-year battle with low mood, acute anxiety and obsessive thoughts” (p. 60). As a Special Education Needs & Disabilities (SEND) specialist, he also has had experience with autistic people and “the ‘dy’s’: dyslexia, dyspraxia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia” (p. 13). He is an insider writing about a type of life that many neurotypicals cannot fathom, leading to their exclusion, stigmatization, and rejection. Harkness’s solution to surviving in a world built for the mainstream, but not for those on the margins, is to immerse neurodivergent people in natural environments. Within these nonjudgmental spaces, social conventions and their discriminatory effects are mitigated, and people of nonconforming mental makeups (along with other types of difference) may live and learn unencumbered by pathologizing beliefs and social exclusion.

				Harkness’s location in the United Kingdom circumscribes his attention, limiting his vision to what his home nation provides. What he describes in the U.K. a few years ago is mostly not possible in American institutions under current management. In the U.K. there are more accommodations for difference than there are in the U.S. When I read of the institutional efforts he reports to provide safe spaces for productive contributions to environmental work, I need to remind myself that the current U.S. government is doing what it can to destroy the natural world. Our current leaders also see those who fit a different mold as burdensome to corporate interests. Eugenics has a long and troubling past in the U.S., and as I write at the beginning of 2026, it has become institutionalized in policies that are designed to favor white, able-bodied, and able-minded men. Those weirdos 
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				who have their own ways of thinking and talking are a millstone dragging the economy down and, to some, are polluting the blood of the national body politic. 

				As one who has acknowledged my own neurodivergent frame of mind, I find my own nation to be heartless and discriminatory these days, not to mention bent on destroying the natural world to exploit its resources. A lot of people fall outside societal mental and physical norms, and have abysmal levels of support. Not only does this exclusion lead to rejection and misery, it deprives organizations and workplaces of talented people who, when provided the right environments, can be highly productive and insightful in their work, and exemplars of the potential that neuro-atypical people may bring to the health and happiness of a society. These themes drive Harkness to investigate how involvement in conservation efforts can benefit the neurodivergent individual, and do a lot for a natural world that is being degraded by the minute through neglect and abuse, much like the people for whom Harkness has such empathy, respect, and compassion.

				Harkness opens with an exposition on what he means by neurodivergence, rejecting such terms as “disorder,” “disability,” and other pathologizing terms. He reviews how people on various spectra often work at “masking” their true selves, often at great cost to their senses of self and to their energy levels as they find that “passing” as “normal” is often exhausting. He also notes that a mental health diagnosis often turns up co-occurring conditions, or perhaps misses them altogether, making understanding and care a challenge. He emphasizes that many of the people he interviewed for the book had pursued “niche nature obsessions” that they can dig deeply into without static from people who think it’s strange to focus so intently on one phenomenon and the rabbit holes that beckon during the excavation, as Harkness did in starting to write about moth penises and ending up writing a book about neurodiversity.

				Harkness relates a number of narratives from people who experienced bullying and other forms of abuse due to their departures from the social norm. Ultimately, he argues that the environments of human development, particularly the institutions of school and the workplace, tend to treat difference harshly. This rejection can be accompanied by homes and families where “odd” children are treated poorly, and often punitively. He cites “that 
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				classic lack of communication and collaboration again” (p. 35) in identifying shortcomings in how social groups respond to difference. His views provide an interesting parallel with those of Vygotsky (1993), a Soviet developmental psychologist whose fields included “defectology,” an awful term originating in Germany. Its current connotation that people who are different are defective is contradicted by the humane dimensions introduced by Soviet psychologists in a society that, at least at first, was dedicated to equity and inclusion, if not political diversity. To Vygotsky, rather than fixing the broken child, what is needed is education of the people around them so as to both understand that the child is different, not broken, and to create contexts and niches where they can flourish. To Harkness, developing an affirmational identity is critical to a healthy sense of self. He asserts that “Identity can lead to community, and networks can support, advise, and advocate” (p. 40) for the well-being of those who, under the right circumstances, can become positive contributors to a social group and its path to the future.

				One institution often stifles the potential of neurodivergent youth: schools. Harkness struggled in school himself, as have many of those interviewed for the book. Schools, he says, are part of larger multi-academy trusts tend to approach teaching and behaviour management in a totalitarian way, with little room for negotiation on expectations:

				It’s not easy to be different from your peers, and it’s even more difficult when standing out makes you even more visible due to your school’s stringent culture of quasi-control. It’s a culture that’s scarily formulaic, cloning itself into a carbon copy of what the so-called ‘best’ educational establishments look like. Best for whom? (p. 43)

				Harkness did have a small number of teachers who recognized that his presentation might be odd, but did not indicate a disability. They never gave up on him. “Those people are why I teach,” he says (p. 44). For the most part, however, “Exclusion, or lack of inclusion, is systemic in the current education system” (p. 45). And inclusion is what these students need most, a feeling that they are accepted, respected, and provided with niches where their abilities can be appreciated. I’ve referred to this possibility as creating positive social updrafts that help to sweep participants into worthwhile activity through which both the individuals and the group prosper as a consequence of appreciative inclusion (Smagorinsky, 2016a).
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				A rare sort of education, he believes, is available through the Steiner Waldorf alternative teaching method, one focused on body, mind, and spirit and their inter-relations. (Note: These areas are not measurable through standardized tests.) “Holistic and nurturing, the curriculum is described as creative, collaborative and communicative” (p. 55), he says. It also involves engagement with nature and the environment. For neurodivergent students, it can provide a supportive respite from schools that are hyper-organized and oriented to conformity and desk-work, and that are formulaic and emotionless in pursuit of higher test scores and “objective” results that are not in fact problem isomorphs, i.e., those that are identical in meaning and intent to one and all. The demographic variation in test scores suggests instead that they are rife with ideology and cultural exclusion, more accessible to people who are like the test developers than to those who are not. 

				The Steiner Waldorf qualities, he argues, are available in a curriculum grounded in nature, one that fosters a connection with the environment and helps to reduce the pressures and confusion of conventional schooling and the public it represents. He extols the “benefits of nature connection through the lens of mental health” (p. 59), a theme of Bird Therapy, his first book (Harkness, 2019), which he wrote following struggles with alcohol and drugs that he resorted to as a way to address his mental health despair. He ultimately had a debilitating breakdown, with bird-watching his salvation more than any medical or therapeutic intervention. He continues, “Water, woodland and wildlife all play their part in the web of wild wellbeing that we are a part of, and that sustains so many of us” (p. 60), particularly those to whom the world is a tension-filled cauldron of stress and confusion. Although much of the book concerns his own condition of ADHD, autism also gets considerable attention in his review of the mental and emotional exhaustion experienced by those who must constantly mask their heartfelt identities and navigate a world not designed to suit their makeups.

				Harkness believes in the benefits of a “restorative environment,” a key dimension of Attention Restoration Theory (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). ART enables an individual to be “away” from established, discriminatory settings and find relief in simplicity. It must also involve “extent,” the degree to which immersion is possible, and be compatible with an individual’s needs. Finally, it must enable “fascination,” an indirect way of engaging that may 

			

		

	
		
			
				132 ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  

			

		

		
			
				follow from quiet appreciation. These safe spaces, he argues, are “calmer and less vigilant,” allowing inhabitants to be “more in tune with their surroundings and thus more in tune with themselves” (p. 64). This sense of serenity becomes available in the absence of social judgments that are felt acutely by neurodivergent people, who in such settings “have less inhibition, and because nature won’t look down on them, they are free to be free” (p. 66). This freedom follows from the lack of assignments based on external or curricular demands to record and remember natural phenomena, foregrounding immersion and appreciation as the goal of the experience.

				From there, Harkness turns to conservation, specifically his society’s conservation sector. Conservation refers to the “preservation, protection, or restoration of the natural environment and of wildlife,” and is “also an attitude. A way of being. . . . It’s who you are” (p. 78). Given that this need for self-understanding is at the core of a neurodivergent education, engaging in conservation may play a key role in the healthy development of those assumed to be disabled, yet who are instead full of possibilities. 

				Harkness devotes the middle portion of the book to ways that conservation organizations have worked at inclusion. Among his contentions is that neurodivergent thinking often leads to insights that are not available to neurotypicals. Neurodivergent people tend to be hidden assets to community life, because people assume that they are a little strange, their social skills masking their unique ways of seeing the world and interpreting it. This is not to say that in his effort to “celebrate these strengths, skills and successes” (p. 92) he glosses over the difficulties of being atypical. He came to these issues through his many challenges in finding his way in a world not suited to his way of being. Not fitting in can make life difficult. On the other hand, it can enable perspectives that those socially conditioned to understand the world in inherited ways can’t see.

				If I may immodestly inject my own experiences into his text, I recognized in my 50s that I have a triple-whammy of conditions: high-functioning Asperger’s, severe chronic anxiety, and obsessive compulsiveness (Smagorinsky, 2011). At times this combination can be ferocious, although medications like selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, which I’ve taken since late in the 1990s, can moderate some symptoms. But situationally, this package of mental illnesses, as they are often called, can lead to a high 
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				performance. For me, it manifests in my compulsive approach to writing and to the development of my home landscape. I have called my package of conditions my “Asperger’s Advantage” because of the unusual focus I have, a very fortunate trait for a researcher (Smagorinsky, 2014, 2016b). Places like Silicon Valley and engineering schools are full of people like me, wired differently and wired well for the work we undertake, often through a tunnel-vision that tunes out distractions (Silberman, 2015). “Special interests,” Harkness writes, “are generally a positive thing” (p. 103). 

				But schools typically discourage narrow interests in the belief that students should be exposed to a broad variety of things at a superficial level. A “tween” might have an intense interest in reading a novel series by a single author, yet be dissuaded from reading book after book in order to expand their interests. That ableist imposition can lead to intense frustration for a youth who is built to dig deeper and deeper, not wider and wider. And idle chitchat about such reading habits overlooks how neurodivergent people “detest small talk, and even what they refer to as ‘medium’ talk” (p. 119). Ultimately, “our society discriminates against people who are different. Its routines and structures, the frameworks that theoretically should work for those of us with haphazard neurons, aren’t made with us in mind” (p. 126).

				Along the way, Harkness extends his argument to include others from outside the societal mainstream as casualties in the imperative to normalize everyone according to the dominant mold. He describes the experiences of women, people of color, people from working-class and single-parent homes, and others who are systemically bracketed out of full participation because of assumptions about their ability and potential by those who guard the gates. But he also finds companies and organizations that deliberately aim to provide niches for neurodivergent employees. 

				For instance, at one site a person was provided with a lump of playdough as a fidget toy; and to reduce any feelings of unwanted exceptionalism, everyone at the table was provided one too, with no requirement to use it. Other sites provided separate rooms that are reserved for neurodivergent people to work without distraction, perhaps with noise-muffling earphones available to further reduce distraction. Still another had no dress code of the sort that bedevils those who are clueless about fashion and sensitive to the sensory problems that may follow from wearing uncomfortable, if more 
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				socially acceptable, clothing. Another allowed calming animals to inhabit the workplace to bring a soothing presence for those who need one. Yet another introduced an apprenticeship program to help those who struggled with school learning to more gradually build workplace knowledge and develop it into personal lines of inquiry.

				“Rather,” he says, “than having to mould into what an employer and colleagues think you should be, they’re the ones that have to adapt” (p. 148). These measures serve as “reasonable adjustments” that often foster what he calls a “neuroinclusive culture” that provides “one of the most powerful and cost-effective adjustments that can be put in place” (p. 153). He writes as though Vygotsky is looking over his shoulder when he says, “attitudinal changes will always be the most powerful adjustments. This usually starts with educating all levels of an organization about neurodiversity, and showing a commitment to doing so” (p. 158). If I were religious—and many autists are not (Robison, 2007)—to that I’d say, Amen.

				The biggest challenge to living a neuro-atypical life is other people. When considering the people he interviewed who work in conservation, he finds that being outdoors changes everything. Among his interviewees, “there were no contributors working in outdoor roles and requiring adjustments for that element of their job. The tweaks came when human and social interactions had to take place. . . . it’s the people, the administrative tasks and sharing information that cause the most issues for neurodivergent people” (p. 159). Harkness directly addresses organizational leaders on how to manage their employees: “Ultimately, if you make your organization the best place to work that you can, then what you get is happy and productive staff able to dedicate themselves to a cause” like conservation (p. 211). His conclusion: that not only is accommodating neurodivergence not expensive, it is cost-effective.

				Not every workplace provides such allowances, and in many areas of society, the meanness and hostility directed toward those considered different may be horrifying, such as on online gaming forums, where one of his informants “regularly experiences discriminatory language, mostly around autism. It’s always lurking” (p. 233). Educating the public is a vast challenge. Harkness is both encouraged by the institutional efforts he reviews to promote inclusion and disheartened by what happens every day in social life. 

			

		

	
		
			
				ought Volume 7, Issue 2 Spring 2026  135

			

		

		
			
				Harkness argues at the end that neurodivergent people not only need accommodations in their surroundings, but offer perspectives that elevate the quality of the work produced. His focus is on the conservation movement of which he is a part, but his insights can be extrapolated to other settings as well. But those settings have to be comprised of people with empathy for “the other” and a commitment to providing the best possible circumstances for them to thrive within. Elon Musk has infamously stated that “The fundamental weakness of Western civilization is empathy.” Perhaps from the perspective of an industrialist, taking the time and investing the resources needed to support the lives of others is bad for business, even as Harkness finds the opposite to be true. I do not currently live in a society where care and compassion motivate organizational and societal inclusion. I find it tragic that the moral arc of the universe is currently in reverse, held in abeyance by a lack of care and commitment to all members of society. As Harkness explains with such clarity and urgency, much is possible when we find value in people different from ourselves. But that requires an attitudinal change in schools, the workplace, and social life. Are we good enough to insist on it? 

				—Peter Smagorinsky
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				Autistic Headcanons (8.1)Deadline: September 15, 2026

				Fictional works become entangled with real world diagnoses, helping us rediscover ourselves. This issue of Ought is a tribute to the imaginary worlds that have contributed to autistic joy. Television shows, films, novels, comics, video games, musicians, and artists have inspired a strong following in the autistic community, and the unofficial diagnosis of fictional characters contributed to the growth of identity, pride, and community among autistic people. Personal headcanons and more widespread fanons have also allowed autistic people to reclaim or reinvent narratives created for or written by neurotypical people. For this issue (8.1), Ought seeks pieces that explore these issues. Artwork, poems, scholarly essays, original research, theoretical considerations, and personal narratives are encouraged. Consider the following ideas: 

				How the diagnosis of fictional characters may engage, stem from, or create deep autistic interests

				The ways in which fanons may help autistic people to connect with each other and to create community; how fan culture, nerd culture, and gaming communities include or exclude autistic people

				The potential dangers, limits, or problems with “diagnosing” fictional characters with autism; stereotypical representations of autism in fictional works and how autistic interpretations may work against such representations

				How the neurological identity and/or lived experience of the author may influence the representation or reception of a fictional work’s portrayal of autism 

				Explorations of autistic interests, fandom, and joy and the ways in which these experiences may overlap with (or be different from) allistic experiences

				Please submit via http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/ought
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				Artificial Intelligence (8.2)Deadline: March 15, 2027

				With AI impacting so many areas of work and daily life, this issue of Ought examines how AI interfaces with autistic people and their communities. Autistic people have often been stereotyped using computer and computing metaphors. How does the rise of AI affect such depictions? Is AI contributing to the spread of misinformation and disinformation about autism? How is AI affecting accessibility and pedagogy for neurodivergent people?

				For this issue (8.2), Ought seeks pieces that explore these issues. Art, poems, scholarly essays, original research, theoretical considerations, and personal narratives are encouraged. Consider the following ideas: 

				How does atypicality figure into AIs neural networks? 

				How is AI changing education, teaching, and pedagogy? And how do these changes specifically impact neurodivergent students?

				Does the speed of AI make neurotypical people disabled in comparison? How does AI potentially change our understanding of human ability, disability, and crip time?

				Is the pace of AI increasing anxiety and stress for neurodivergent people in the workplace? 

				Science fiction and speculative fiction have often drawn large autistic fandoms: How does the reality of AI in the present moment reflect or deviate from those popular fictions? 

				Is the use of AI increasing the spread of misinformation and disinformation about autism—or is it helping to make accessible information more widely available? 

				In what new and innovative ways is AI being used as a tool for disability access? Please submit via http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/ought.
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