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Abstract

The essence of neurodiversity, or neurological diversity, is the idea that the paradigm of acceptance extended towards racial, religious and other similar differences should apply to neurology as well. A relatively new concept, the term originates from conversations held amongst individuals on the autism spectrum in various discussion boards, listservs and other areas of community interaction in the fledgling autistic community. Groups like Autism Network International and, more recently, the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, advocate a new conception of neurological difference along a social rather than a medical paradigm. This idea has a number of implications and has had a profound effect on the development of the autistic community of people on the autism spectrum, distinct from the traditional autism community of parents, professionals and educators.

The Autistic Community
The autism spectrum is wide and diverse, but is united in certain essential characteristics. The National Institute of Mental Health states:

All children with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorders) demonstrate deficits in 1) social interaction, 2) verbal and nonverbal communication, and 3) repetitive behaviors or interests. In addition, they will often have unusual responses to sensory experiences, such as certain sounds or the way objects look. Each of these symptoms runs the gamut from mild to severe. They will present in each individual child differently. For instance, a child may have little trouble learning to read but exhibit extremely poor social interaction. Each child will display communication, social, and behavioral patterns that are individual but fit into the overall diagnosis of ASD. Children with ASD do not follow the typical patterns of child development.

Autism spectrum characteristics range from severe difficulties with speech and cognitive disabilities to above average intelligence with significant social skills difficulties.

Perhaps the largest consequence of the neurodiversity movement and its associated ideas is the emergence of a community of people on the autism spectrum along the social model rather than the medical one. While generally associated with the mildest diagnoses of autism – Asperger’s Syndrome – the autistic community consists of many members with more “severe” types of characteristics as well, including people who have received the diagnosis of “low-functioning autism”. To view the autism spectrum as a disease means a limited role for a community of autistics beyond supporting each other in those aspects related to the disease. This “support group” model certainly exists in the autistic community, but it does not encompass the entirety of what that community is. As it exists today, the autistic community has cultural, social and even political elements well beyond that which would usually exist in a group bound solely by a common medical condition. In the words of Jim Sinclair, founder of Autism Network International:

“We have certain shared values in affirming the validity of our way of being. We have many common experiences both with the experience of autism itself, and with being autistic in a world of neurotypicals. We have a history of significant events experienced by our community. We have a dynamic, constantly-evolving set of customs and rules growing out of our shared experiences and our common needs. We have certain terms, expressions, and in-jokes that are distinct to our community. We have children whose parents are helping them grow up knowing that it’s okay to be autistic, knowing other autistic children and autistic adults, knowing that they’re part of this community.”

Social and Rhetorical Implications of Neurodiversity and the Autistic Community

Among the many institutions that the autistic community has spawned are a national conference run by and for individuals on the autism spectrum, online listservs and “real-world” social groups exclusive to individuals on the autism spectrum and, perhaps most importantly, a vast expanse of terminology adjusted to a neurodiverse world view. Part of the movement away from a disease-focused conception of the autism spectrum required a change in how autism was spoken about, even amongst ourselves. In the larger disability community, it is generally customary to use “person-first” language – specifically referring to people as “a person WITH” a specific disability. The purpose behind this distinction is to separate the individual from the disability – thereby preserving the distinct nature of the individual. However, there has been a general perception in the autistic community that “person-first” language does not adequately represent the perspective of autistics. Autism is pervasive – something recognized by both the medical and social schools of thought around autism – and as a result there is no such thing as an autistic minus the autism. It has long been the opinion of the autistic community that, were it possible to remove the autism from a person on the spectrum, an entirely different individual would result. Furthermore, “person-first” language carries with it associated disease oriented connotations. To quote one anonymous member of the autistic community, “I am not a Person With Femaleness, I am a Woman. Just the same, I am not a Person with Autism, I am an Autistic.”

This unique approach to the rhetoric of disease versus difference in reference to autism takes us to a very important and very concrete implication of neurodiversity: opposition to a cure for autism. This is perhaps the most controversial of the implications associated with the neurodiversity movement. There is general opposition by the autistic community to research designed to eliminate the autism spectrum from the scope of human genetics. Whether a proposed cure would manifest through some form of pre-natal test or some form of medical process conducted upon an autistic individual, proponents of neurodiversity oppose such a measure. The reasons for these are manifold, but center on the idea of the autism spectrum as equivalent in legitimacy to other more accepted minorities, such as the African-American community, the GLBT community or other groups whose elimination would meet with widespread disapproval by mainstream society. Part of the reason for this is that, as mentioned earlier, autism effects not only physical but cognitive, sensory and social functioning. As a result, it contributes to all the defining characteristics of our conception of individual “self”. This opposition to a cure has brought the autistic community into conflict many times with the traditional autism community, particularly organizations such as Autism Speaks and Cure Autism Now, whose primary purposes are to fund research towards the elimination of the autism spectrum.

Other Implications of Neurodiversity

The idea of neurodiversity is too new and too far-reaching to be adequately explained in any one brief discussion. At the same time, it is worth briefly touching upon some of the other areas where the neurodiversity movement has implications. In the educational community, neurodiversity has been received far more warmly than in the traditional autism community, in part because it already supports many emerging concepts about different styles of learning and inclusive educational models. Furthermore, the broader idea of disability self-advocacy and the social model of disability is supported in the educational community in a way that it has never been in the medical one. Furthermore, from a public policy perspective, advocates of the autistic community and a neurodiverse approach to autism frequently talk about the need to see additional representation of autistics in the policymaking process. At the moment, autism spectrum issues are usually represented by a parent or professional that may or may not be familiar with or in agreement with the views of people on the autism spectrum. In the medical sphere, there is a desire to see research about the autism spectrum re-focused – not only away from cure-oriented issues, but also towards augmentative communication methods for those parts of the autism spectrum where traditional spoken language is impaired.

The common theme in all of these areas is a “normalization” of abnormality. In a sense, neurodiversity proponents seek opposing goals: to be accepted into the mainstream while at the same time maintaining and building their own distinct community and identity. In another sense, however, this is the essence of the concept of diversity in general. By developing a social identity as opposed to a simply medical one, the autistic community can grow and individuals on the autism spectrum can gain full acceptance into mainstream society, as previous generations of distinct ethnic, religious and other communities have done. Neurodiversity as a whole is focused on this idea. As is the case with the whole of the disability rights and self-advocacy movements, the success or failure of this endeavor has profound implications for how our society views disability and the future of those affected by it in our world.
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