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ABSTRACT

Autism has been sensationalized by the media bea#Hubke disorder’s purported
prevalence: Diagnoses of this condition that waditionally considered to be quite rare
have radically increased in recent years, and alogaus fascination with autism has
emerged in the field of popular culture. In thetpdecade, numerous television programs
and independent and foreign films have focusedutisra spectrum disorders by
presenting principal characters with recognizataes of Asperger’s Syndrome and other
forms of autism. Many of these programs promatelar ideas and stereotypes about
autism and convey metaphors, motifs, symbols, baechés that describe the autistic
experience. This study focuses on the filaem, Mozart and the Whale, My Name is
Khan, Ocean HeaveandTemple Grandirand analyzes characters from the television
showsAlphas, The Big Bang Theory, Bones, Boston Legahr@unity, Criminal Minds,
House, Law and Order: Criminal Intent, Monk, Pateodd,andSherlock First, this
discussion explores the significant use of masagleerathese works to convey autism
identity. Second, it analyzes the recurring uséatéctive motifs and conventions in
portrayals of autistic persons. Third, it evaluatese ubiquitous qualities, honesty,
innocence, and violence, that are not part of thiei@ diagnosis for autism but continue
to appear in these narratives, suggests what speated themes say about autistic
people, and offers alternative interpretationsak lthese presentations could be read.

Finally, it descibes the types of relationshipstizyed in these popular culture



constructions and their related metaphors, makasgaf research in psychology to
explain their potential meanings.

This study is significant because the current depis and messages in both the
media and popular culture regarding autism do thogige autism community a
disservice. Such metaphors frequently suggesathtaégm is a mystery, a burden, even a
kind of curse. According to various theories igatlility studies, such messages prevent
autistic people from claiming their disability asrpof their identity. Most current
messages in the media are based on the medical, mduieh focuses on the debilitating
symptoms of a disability and therefore categorizas a problem. The characters and
narratives examined here, however, break this madel this study instead pursues the
social model, one which focuses more on the pdaticweeds and attributes of the
individual. The result is a discussion of narrasivthemes, and characters in popular
culture that reveals the complex realities of dugtislentity and the potential for its

beneficial integration into society.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: “You Ignored Me—That Was a Mistake”

It could be argued that autism advocacy, in thet tiecade of the 2000s, began
with a metaphor. On February 25, 2005 on NBl@slay Shovas part of a week-long
series entitled “Autism: The Hidden Epidemic,” thgrairman of NBC Bob Wright was
interviewed by Matt Lauer about Wright's autistimgdson and the difficulty his family
had encountered in trying to glean more informa#ibout autism from professionals.
Because of this, Wright announced that he wassggatnew advocacy group in order to
spread autism awareness. At the conclusion ahtbeview, Wright handed Lauer a
lapel pin shaped like a blue jigsaw puzzle pielae,lbgo of Wright's new group: Autism
Speaks. Since then, the puzzle piece has beenwyioos with autism; not only this
signature blue-edge piece but multicolored puzdegs fitting together decorate ribbons
and jewelry allocated for autism awareness. Digptathese decorations signals that
one is concerned about issues surrounding autisihmsadoing all he or she can to make
the world better by supporting Autism Speaks andlar organizations.

Yet, the puzzle piece says more. This is a metapbrmparing autism to
something else, a puzzle. What does it mean®ein bookMetaphors We Live By
(1980) George Lakoff and Mark Johnson point out that peimzétaphors are common,
used to represent “problems . . . for which, tylycahere is a correct solution—and once

solved, they are solved forever” (144-45). In gsinpuzzle piece, Autism Speaks
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defines autism as nothing more than a problem @xarssive mystery, something meant
to be fixed according to their group’s prescribeayyan enigma that has a definite
solution, an eliminating cure. Autism Speaks raaiimits that the solution to autism as
of yet is unknown, but this organization is detered to find the solution quickly so that
the puzzle can forever be resolved.

However, viewing autism in such a way is disturbamgl problematic. Yes, this
perspective of viewing autism as a puzzle recogniegtain difficulties associated with
autism, but just as a single piece is only pad t&#rge jigsaw puzzle, difficulty is only a
part of the overall intricate and complex natur@auatism. Autism Speaks has a tendency
to view only the negative aspects of autism, y&ils to take into account positive
dimensions of the condition that autistic peoplpexience. Autism is so much more
than a problem, and “solving” it may have any numifeconsequences: eradicating great
minds, unique perspectives and yet-to-be-realiza@lnvisions that hold potential for
powerful effects in today’s world. It could alse baid that in comparing autism to a
puzzle, Autism Speaks insults and ignores the aptishments, contributions, and the
existences of autistic adults because a jigsawlpuzzisually considered to be a juvenile
toy commonly associated with children. Indeed, hod#utism Speaks’s focus is on
children, not adults, with autism.

Moreover, there seems to be a subliminal messatieishape of the specific
logo that Autism Speaks has chosen. The top gbtizele piece is rounded with two

pairs of appendages above the jagged, lower edighis way, the piece resembles a
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disenfranchised person with a small head, out$teet@arms, and outstretched legs. The
piece appears helpless, dependent, and alonesipdbture. It is broken apart from the
whole, evoking pity. Also, ironically, though tleeganization is called Autism Speaks,
this logo is inanimate with no voice. In reali®tism Speaks presumptuously speaks
for autism because autism supposedly does notdawee to speak for itself. One
would hope that autism awareness organizationsa@raware of how they are
demoralizing and dehumanizing autistic people tghotlhe promotion of this damaging
metaphor. For this reason, one of the popularfAmism Speaks logos is the same blue
puzzle piece superimposed by a red circle witma through it accompanied by the
caption, “I'm Not a Puzzle—I'm a Person!”

Unfortunately, metaphors associated with autisrsgarged by advocacy groups
have become starker and even more disturbing owver tllustrating more of these
groups’ true purpose. In December 2007, anothgarozation, the New York University
Child Study Center headed by Dr. Harold Koplewammpared autism and other
disorders to kidnappers who steal and torture cdmld In this campaign, ransom notes
were posted on billboards and in periodicals froese “monsters.” For instance, the
public service announcement for autism read:

We have your son.
We will make sure he will not be able to care fonself or interact
socially as long as he lives.

This is only the beginning.



Autism

This ad, and others like it, sparked an indignantiy largely from the autism
community, which primarily refers to autistic peepbut it may also include non-autistic
people who are part of the neurodiversity movemémacording to Joseph F. Kras’s
article regarding this vilifying campaign (2010)etAutism Self-Advocacy Network
(ASAN) responded to Koplewicz’s ransom notes withoaline petition containing over
1300 signatures. Kras explains, “ASAN’s complaiwtse threefold: (a) the ads
stigmatize people with disabilities; (b) the adatein inaccurate information and fail to
convey the strengths and successes of those gabitiies; and (c) the ads discourage
parents from seeking assistance for their ‘dooncbddren” (“The ‘Ransom Notes’
Affair: When the Neurodiversity Movement Came ofeAy After three weeks, NYU
Child Study Center pulled the ads. Ari Ne’emaresmtent of ASAN, expressed concerns
of the autistic community in a more conversatiomay during a 2008 interview daood
Morning Americatelling reporter Deborah Roberts, “These ads regga lot of the
prejudice that cause many of the difficulties wetigtic individuals] have. Where does
disability come from? It comes, in many respefttsn a society that doesn’t provide for
an education system that meets our needs and fewuiety that is largely intolerant.”

The metaphor that compares disability to a kideapaises other judgmental
messages. It implies that autistic people aremgthopeless and (again) helpless, at the
ruthless mercy of their “captors.” As Kras deseslit, “Relying on melodramatic

stereotypes and caricatures, the ads portrayedrehilvith childhood psychiatric



disorders as something they are not: capturedakioed, trapped, and incapable of
caring for themselves” (“The ‘Ransom Notes’ Affair.”). This campaign is a scare
tactic designed to create a desire in parentssttugetheir children from the evil clutches
of autism by whatever means necessary. Howewvesettvho are only mystified by
autism and who have never experienced autismdaédlize what a poor metaphor this
is. Rarely, if ever, does a kidnapper allow a timc to flourish. Rarely, if ever, does a
kidnapper endow a victim with gifts and talentsttipeatly exceed any ransom. Yet in
many cases, that is what autism does. Dr. Koplewad campaign, like the puzzle
piece, focuses only on autism’s negative attribateperceived from an unenlightened
perspective and creates an unmerited stereotype.

One of the worst comparisons came from Autism EpeaSeptember 2009 in
the short film “I Am Autism,” created by two highBcclaimed artists, songwriter Billy
Mann and director Alfonso Cuardn. The video caersi®f home video of autistic
children engaged in their “abnormal” form of plagyadark, husky male voice speaks
over them saying the following:

| am autism. I'm visible in your children, butlitan help it, | am invisible
to you until it's too late. | know where you livemd guess what? | live
there too. | hover around all of you. | know radac barrier, no religion,
no morality, no currency. | speak your languageritly, and with every
voice | take away, | acquire yet another langudgeork very quickly. |

work faster than pediatric AIDS, cancer, and diabeombined. And if
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you are happily married, | will make sure that yomarriage fails. Your
money will fall into my hands, and | will bankrupdu for my own self-
gain. | don't sleep, so | make sure you don'eeith will make it virtually
impossible for your family to easily attend a temy@ birthday party, a
public park, without a struggle, without embarrasamwithout pain.

You have no cure for me. Your scientists don'tehtne resources, and |
relish their desperation. Your neighbors are hapa pretend that | don't
exist, of course, until it's their child. | am smt. | have no interest in
right or wrong. | derive great pleasure out of ylmmeliness. | will fight
to take away your hope. | will plot to rob youyafur children and your
dreams. | will make sure that every day you wakeyou will cry,
wondering, “Who will take care of my child aftedie?” And the truth is,
| am still winning, and you are scared, and yowdthde. | am autism.
You ignored me. That was a mistake. (“Autism Sgdak&aches a New
Low")
Beleaguered family members stating their resolMetd this foe with whatever means
necessary follow this diatribe, announcing thattism is naive. You are alone. We are
a community of warriors. We have a voice . . utiém, if you’'re not scared, you should
be. When you came for my child, you forgot, yomedor me! Autism, are you

listening?” (“Autism Speaks Reaches a New Low”).



The reaction from the autism community to thistipatar presentation from
Autism Speaks was perhaps stronger than it walkdplewicz’s ransom notes. The
reason could be simply because this video was rmarie widespread; while the ransom
notes campaign was primarily featured in the NewkYarea, the video was initially
posted on Autism Speaks’ website and thereforeimtamationally available. Of course,
the script for this video is even more sinistentki@e text presented on the ransom notes,
and the vilification also seems to be greater.abigy studies scholars Emily and Ralph
Savarese (2010) observe that the speaker whogempgiing autism “sound[s] like Satan
himself,” and the Savareses go on to declare tiet ©f this video to be “hate speech”
(“The Superior Half of Speaking’: An Introduction” The video was soon removed
from the official Autism Speaks website but remdioa YouTube for several months.
Eventually, it was pulled from YouTube as well.

Perhaps a devil is the metaphor presented in “IAAmism.” Autism is clearly
represented as an evil, invisible enemy who dedighthe suffering of mere mortals.
Again, it depicts those with autism as helplesssuftering at the hands of this dreaded
foe. Also, once more, it is a one-sided depictfonusing only on the superficially,
externally perceived negative aspects of autisrividsly, someone who is autistic did
not write this piece. It is directed to express fitustrations and fears of many parents of
autistic children, not to speak for autism or tooge with autism. It does not even begin
to express what it feels like to have autism, anfat it appears like to an outsider. This

particular ad also relies on fallacies. For ins&rnhe script implies that marriages with



autistic children often end in divorce. Howevearg@ding to a study conducted by
Easter Seals and the Autism Society of America 420De divorce rate of families with
autistic children is actually lower than it is fiose families with no disabled children
(“Please Distribute! Autistic Community Condemngt&m Speaks’ ‘I| Am Autism’
Video”). The threat posed by autism as it is pnése in this video is menacingly
inflated and urges parents to fight and/or to demabney, but once again it is a skewed,
dehumanizing depiction of people with autism.

This apprehensive treatment of autism is certawmokynew. In fact, negative
metaphors for autism have dominated the world g€ipslogy since the label has been
available as a diagnosis. Douglas Biklen propsseh an argument in the first chapter
of his bookAutism and the Myth of the Person Al¢B805): “Unfortunately, metaphor is
ubiquitous in the field of autism. For examples thanner in which many autism experts
relate autism to intelligence illustrates how regrgations of autism are culturally
constructed” (36). One might ask, however, whyl@ikrefers to this trend as
unfortunate. After all, metaphor can be a usefal,tnot only in the field of literature but
also in the field of science and, indeed, in thé&léefield of human imagination. As
Lakoff and Johnson explain, “We draw inferencesgsals, make commitments, and
execute plans, all on the basis of how we in gautgire our experience, consciously or
unconsciously, by means of metaphor” (158). Whyraetaphors seen as bad or wrong

in this instance?
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To understand, one must be familiar with the appindo such comparisons in the
field of disability studies. Ne’eman’s quote abaegarding the ransom note campaign
refers to a commonly accepted idea in disabiligis, that disability is in many ways
socially constructed. From this view, there are tmays to construct disability: using a
medical model and using a social model. In higlartAutism and Culture” (2010),
Joseph N. Straus describes the medical model hatbetrecognizable aspects:
First, medical culture treats disability as patlggioeither a deficit or an
excess with respect to some normative standardon@iethe pathology
resides inside the individual body in a determinetacrete location.
Third, the goals of the enterprise are diagnosiscme. If the pathology
cannot be cured—if the abnormal condition cannatdrenalized—then
the defective body should be sequestered leshtbaunate or degrade the
larger community. (537)
This view is perhaps the most popular and mostgeized way of understanding
disability. Kras says that the majority of the noadlcommunity utilizes this model, and
while it can be useful and has its purpose, suchhen someone visits a doctor with a
virus or disease and receives the adequate mgutmagdures, “the medical model can
create a distorted view of what life with a disdpils like, and it can promote further
prejudice against the very people the medical &stabent is trying to help” (“The

‘Ransom Notes’ Affair . . .").
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For this reason, Disability Studies advocatescaasanodel of disability
construction. This addresses the needs of theithdil with a disability. Kras explains
that “social constructionists believe disabilitycieated by the attitudes, prejudices, and
barriers erected by society not by some problemlaarent deficit within the individual”
(“The ‘Ransom Notes’ Affair . . .”). Furthermorépm Shakespeare in his definition of
the social model calls attention to civil mattefslisabled people, stating: “Social model
thinking mandates barrier removal, anti-discrimioitegislation, independent living,
and other responses to social oppression . .vil.rights, rather than charity or pity, are
the way to solve the disability problem” (268). éexample of this view would be that a
person in a wheelchair is not really impaired inbitity until he needs to ascend to a
second floor and the only available method of tpamisis a staircase. When a ramp or an
elevator is not available to such a person, hiseorspecific needs are hindered and his or
her rights are infringed. Those who use the soo@del, therefore, would seek to
identify specific needs of an individual with artiam spectrum disorder (ASD) and
would do their best to make adequate accommodattioingprove his or her quality of
life and to help ensure that he or she can funetiaworld that is not designed for
autism. In autistic discourse, the word commordgdito describe such a world and
people who are not autistic is “neurotypical” (NTljhe social model also recognizes
culture associated with disability, as Straus Eomit that social-constructionists see
“self-aware people claiming autism as a valuedtjgali and social identity and

celebrating a shared culture of art and everyday (537).
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The medical model drives all three of these mategph-the puzzle piece, the
kidnapper, and the devil. They all portray autigeople as deviant from the so-called

unorm”l

and needing to be fixed before they can be indwdéhin this category. They
portray a society that would rather change autistioviduals rather than change the
society, the latter being what the social model M@itempt to achieve. All three
metaphors suggest autism as a blight on societyrtbat be eradicated, with total
disregard for the feelings or needs or voices ofqes with autism. As Kras notes,
“While sensationalistic messages attract attentiadvertising, in the case by
emphasizing and amplifying only tinegativeaspects of the psychiatric disorders, they
do not provide a fair picture of their subjects,jeththey are ethically obligated to do”
(“The ‘Ransom Note’ Affair . . .").

Of course, autism is not the only disorder that éladured association with
negative metaphors. In fact, using biased metaplioordisorders is not a new
phenomenon. Throughout her essay “lliness as Meta1977), Susan Sontag traces
disparaging metaphors associated with tubercuésgiscancer across centuries. She
demonstrates that tuberculosis has been compaeethtef of one’s life (5), while cancer
is metaphorically constructed as a conqueror obtisy (14). Misunderstandings of
both diseases drew other untrue comparisons; tulosis was associated with poverty,

while cancer was associated with the affluent, ¢finom truth both diseases know no such

economic distinctions (15). Both diseases have lbeasidered as diseases of passion

! Disability scholars also maintain that normalcgdsially constructed and therefore an unfair quadi
pursue for those who do not fit it. See Leonardakis’s “Constructing Normalcy.”
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and have been romanticized to some degree (20)vet#r, these metaphorical
depictions wrongly rob those who are diagnosed thiése conditions of hope and
dignity. According to Sontag, “As long as a partar disease is treated as an evil,
invincible predator, not just a disease, most peapth [the disease] will indeed be
demoralized by learning what disease they have” §Ontag extends this argument in a
follow-up essay, “AIDS and Its Metaphors” (1988) which she says that AIDS is
metaphorically constructed in the same way as caasen invading conqueror (105).
She argues that AIDS is dehumanizing since it igsokly associated with death,
explaining, “The most terrifying ilinesses are thgegerceived not just as lethal but as
dehumanizing, literally so” (126). AIDS does thatause it automatically stigmatizes a
person and “turn[s] the patient into ‘one of therfl26).

Since Sontag, other scholars have identified uarmther conditions that have
been affected by metaphor. Scott Danforth, fongXa, has written a number of essays
discussing the unique ways that metaphor intemsitksdisabilities such as mental
retardation (“Speech Acts: Sampling the Social @oction of Mental Retardation in
Everyday Life”) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivitisorder (“Tracing the Metaphors of
ADHD: A Preliminary Analysis with Implications ofitlusive Education”) to shackle
these conditions with the disparaging definitiomet the general populace understands.
One idea he points out is that metaphor has aractiee element that gives new
meaning to both objects being compared. The exatmpprovides is the metaphor “man

is a wolf.” In understanding this metaphor, one parceive animalistic or predatory
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characteristics in human beings but can also perdaiman-like attributes in wolves.
Danforth states, “Only metaphor can produce theptexnand fecund range of possible
meanings about either subject or the complex, acigss-domain dynamics that are
produced in the seemingly simple concept ‘mani®i” (“Disability as Metaphor:
Examining the Conceptual Framing of Emotional Betwvaisorder in American Public
Education” 10).

Alicia Broderick and Ari Ne’eman also investigdte effects metaphors have on
autism in their article “Autism as Metaphor: Naivatand Counter-Narrative” (2008).
Broderick and Ne’eman comment that some of the m@stimon metaphors involve
special configurations, such as alien metaphordrapdsonment metaphors (463-66).
In viewing these metaphors, Broderick and Ne’entarclude that the purpose is two-
fold: “(1) to create a commonsensical narrativegcaence between common
understandings of autism and currently dominanbnstabout its aetiology(ies) or
cause(s), and (2) to create a commonsensical wvarcaingruence between common
understandings of autism and current dominant netabout appropriate responses to or
interventions for autism” (459).

Another metaphor Broderick and Ne’eman cite, commgaautism to a disease,
has more of the interactive nature to which Dahfoefers. Autism Speaks often
compares autism to conditions such as cancer, ygyesting that autism is worse than
cancer because it is a lifelong condition. Thigegiautism a new, stigmatizing meaning

that is completely false. As Broderick and Ne’emamind us, though autism is a
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lifelong, neurological condition, it is not fatal any respect. However, they add, “in
drawing upon these disease metaphors, living §faraautistic person is often
metaphorically constituted as being a fate as sad aot worse than, death” (469).

There is a problem with all these metaphors. Tuezle piece, the abductor, the
prison, the devil, the epidemic—none of these nfedeg) ironically enough, begins to
describe what autism is really like. They offefyofoutsider” perspectives, focusing on
what it is like to have an autistic child or to kmeomeone with autism, never about what
it is like tohaveautism. Furthermore, even though metaphors likedlare sometimes
used by autistic people, such as the alien metajoimer popular website designed for
autistic people is called “Oops . . . Wrong Plahdtiey still do not adequately describe
the autistic experience in ways that neurotypiealge can understand. They do not
explain what autistic people feel or why they &et way they do. In short, they do not
assert or advance an autistic identity. This iatwkutism Speaks has ignored, and this is
truly a mistake. If we can unmask undesirable plates like these, we can hopefully
further the social model and come to understandtaupeople more as people—people
with challenges and blessings, needs and gifts.

On the other hand, this is not to say that constreienetaphors for autism do not
exist or that they have not been discussed. Qfsegtihe best place to look for such
insightful language is from autistic people themssl Biklen'sAutism and the Myth of
the Person Alonancludes submissions by and interviews with awtipgople, such as

documentary subject Sue Rubin and poet Tito RajdMskhopadhyay, describing their
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experiences with autism. Other critics have lookethemoirs of autistic people, such as
Temple Grandin'€mergence: Labeled Autist{t986) or John Elder Robinsorl®ok
Me in the Eye: My Life with Aspergei(2007), for their language discussing the autistic
experience. Yes, these do contain vivid, deseepgbassages, phrases, and comparisons
of what autism is like, but this research has alydazeen done. What else exists?

Unfortunately, the general public does not tenddar or read these direct
experiences. As it is with so many subjects, thigip gets much of its information
regarding autism from popular culture—films, novelsd television shows. Stuart
Murray is quite right when he notes that populadim®ften uses autism seeking to
fulfill “the complex desires of a society that weshto be fascinated with a topic that
seems precisely to elude comprehension” (4). Woanewe find metaphors for autism
readily available to the public from these formsyadia that can aid in society’s
comprehension of the topic? Since the multi-Osgaard-winning filmRain Man
(21989), numerous films with autistic charactersstad which Murray analyzes in his
bookRepresenting Autism: CulturBarrative, Fascinatior{2000), have been released
The majority of these films of the late 1990s foouscharacters with savant abilities, but
as we will see, other aspects of the autism spadirave been given their share in
movies. Literature is another form of popular nagithat portrays autism, most notably in
Mark Haddon’s recent nové&he Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Ti{2803),

but such pieces have also been analyzed in dgtaité&demia.
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Then, there is television, a medium which is prap#ie most prolific in

depicting autistic characters, although strangaebyugh, academia has not paid it much
attention. Numerous shows in almost every geroméaly, drama, news, talk shows,
even unscripted “reality” shows) have featured ab@ars with some sort of ASD. Most
of these offerings are generally referred to asy'special episodes,” meaning that the
autistic character only appears once and thatribtagonists spend the episode helping
him or her with some issue. The intended purpbsleese episodes appears to be
informative and educational. Yet in most of thedevision shows, autistic characters
are barely characters at all, and playing an acitsild requires little to no acting skill,
as Murray notes that child actors who play autishiddren are “often underplayed,
frequently featuring a lack of speech and expresasif they have been directedt to
act” (128). Most information-driven programmirigat considers itself to be educational
routinely describes autism as an “epidemic,” amés,” a “problem,” or a “disease.”
Several of these shows promote dubious, sensastatatics of autism’s prevalence.
Talk shows debating the unproven possibility thetomes cause autism often feature
parents at their wits’ end, describing how hard tb “deal with” an autistic child and
how the disorder is tearing their family apart.eBwvorse, the devalued, dehumanized
autistic member of the family is nearly always exidd from the conversation, even if he
or she is capable of verbal communication. Theegfmetaphors for autism in these

instances are also centered on the medical model.
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However, in the past ten years, there have beer simws with prominent
autistic characters who appear either as protaggonisas parts of the main cast. Since
these characters help drive the narrative, notyesisode can be an educational venture
into all of the symptoms of savantism or Asperg&ysdrome or some other ASD.
These characters develop and evolve like any obtiher characters in the cast. After all,
the audience has to get to know these characténsmaan beings. Perhaps this is why
they are so popular, because they do what othelanfets to do. Best of all, these
characters demonstrate, to some degree, that hamiAgD is not all bad; there are
positive and negative attributes which affect tharacters’ lives in powerful ways. In
addition, some recent independent and foreign fdeeing with autism represent the
tradition more holistically than other presentasiplooking at both positive and negative
characteristics and presenting authentic characters

Watching these programs, we may notice that cett@mes emerge and re-
emerge. Symbols, messages, and metaphors (penoapsisual metaphors) continue to
make an appearance in many of these shows and filimsy are probably not
intentional, but they do not seem to be a coinaidenThey do appear to be saying
something profound about autistic identity and patewsolid comparisons of what an
autistic experience is like. Some of these atesséireotypes, perhaps exaggerating some
misunderstandings of autism, but they are stilltivexamination so that they can be
dealt with and retired. The message beyond secbalypes, however, could change the

way the public views autism spectrum disorders wery powerful, positive way.
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These messages, themes, symbols, and metaphaing dopic of this discussion.
Although Sontag writes at the beginning of “llinessl Metaphor” that “the most truthful
way of regarding illness—and the healthiest walpehg ill—is one most purified of,
most resistant to, metaphoric thinking” (3), thistement may not be entirely true. If, as
stated before, metaphor is central to the way wik thnd autism is something that the
majority of people do not understand, we need te e correct metaphors that will
help the public see more of what autism demonsraieyond what advocacy groups
such as Autism Speaks showcase. If such messagé®dound in media that are
widely available and accessible, that would makettsk easier.

The following three chapters will explain what astfgeof the selected characters
identify them for this study based on the qualifimas for autism. In Chapter Two, brief
synopses of the chosen films will also be provided for all pieces any information
given by the writers, directors, creators, or acexplaining their positions
concerningtheir relative concepts about these chersaand why they choose to portray
these characters as they do will also be giverap€ns Three and Four will do the same
for television characters selected for the stutllye remaining chapters will look more
deeply into metaphors and messages that thesectdrarampart about autism. Chapter
Five will focus on two visual metaphors that teade ubiquitous in autism portrayals,
the use of the masquerade and the detective n@tipter Six will discuss three
recurring themes in autism portrayals: honestypaemce, and violence, as well as what

such themes say about autism. Chapter Sevenosikfmore on portrayals and
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metaphors regarding relationships and communicasipecifically analyzing friendships,
business relationships, romantic relationships,@arént-child relationships.
Throughout Chapters Five, Six, and Seven, instaincée television shows and films
will be provided to highlight the discussed metaghand any pertinent information in
scholarship discerning what these symbols mightmeh be offered. Finally, Chapter
Eight will consider the positive and negative asp@f all discussed metaphors and will
offer some suggestions for future portrayals ofsanit mostly focusing on trends that
should continue and trends that should improve.

Some details need to be explained about autishedigginning. What is autism?
TheDiagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorslé&ourth Edition(DSM-1V),
the reference manual for the diagnosis of all mMehsarders (2000), describes autism as
the possession of at least six of these charaiotsris
(1) Qualitative impairment in social interactionraanifested by:
(a) marked impairment in the use of multiple nobvabehaviors such as
eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postaresgestures to regulate
social interaction
(b) failure to develop peer relationships apprdprta developmental level
(c) a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjolrnmgerests, or
achievements with other people

(d) lack of social or emotional reciprocity
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(2) Qualitative impairments in communication as ifested by:

(a) delay in, or total lack of, the developmenspbken language

(b) in individuals with adequate speech, markedaimmpents in the ability

to initiate or sustain a conversation with others

(c) stereotyped and repetitive use of languagediosyncratic language

(d) lack of varied, spontaneous, make-believe plasocial imitative play

appropriate to developmental level

(3) Restricted repetitive and stereotyped pattefriehavior, interests,

and activities, as manifested by:

(a) encompassing preoccupation with one or moreatyged and

restricted patterns of interest that is abnornthlegiin intensity or focus

(b) apparently inflexible adherence to specifiapfumctional routines or

rituals

(c) stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerisms

(d) persistent preoccupation with parts of obj¢DISM-1V 75)
There are other symptoms not provided here bedheyedo not always appear in autism
spectrum disorders, but they are not uncommontladdo appear in many of the works
being analyzed. Of course, the symptoms proballst mecognized with autism are
giftedness and other above-average mental si8iisne people with autism have
exceptional memory, lively imagination, and higkeliigence. In addition, five to ten

percent of autistic people have a condition knowhyperlexia, which greatly improves
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reading ability and verbal skills but greatly imqgasocial interaction (Jensen 11, 19-21).
People with hyperlexia learn how to read at anyesgk, are often self-taught, and then
become somewhat addicted to reading. They may dvavaordinary reading speed
and/or the ability to read despite adverse stinsulch as a noisy room. Autism spectrum
disorders usually have symptoms regarding senseunes. Autistic people experience
some stimuli differently than do neurotypical pesmpDften, autistic people are more
sensitive to certain stimuli. They may panic whearing certain sounds or throw a
tantrum when exposed to adverse textures. Firtalbygh autism is mostly an “invisible
disability” in that there are no obvious physicankers, some physical issues exist.
MRIs and autopsies have shown that many autisoplpehave a malformed cerebellum
(Nadesan 152-53). This affects posture, coordinatialance, and fine motor skKills.
That is why some autistic people have trouble wiime everyday tasks that most
neurotypical people find simple, like riding a betsy or driving a car.

As stated earlier, this study will for the mosttdacus on depictions of autism in
films and television shows. Though all the filnetested Adam(2009),Mozart and the
Whale(2004),My Name is Kha2010),0cean Heave(2010), andlemple Grandin
(2010), include autistic characters who clearlyrexp their diagnoses, the characters in
the selected television shows fall into three catieg regarding autism diagnoses.
Three of the television shows include characteth wiclear autism diagnosis. These are
Alphas(2011-12),Boston Lega(2004-08), andParenthood2010-present). Three shows

have characters with an ambiguous diagnosis, mgdinat a diagnosis is implied or
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suggested but never confirmed. For example, thes 8loneg2005-present) includes
characters whom the writers intend to be autigticnever say so directly in the script.
Community(2009-present)Criminal Minds(2005-present), anBherlock(2010-present)
include characters about whom someone in the oggests an autistic diagnosis, but the
character never admits this, and the writers dacanfirm that autism is intended.
Sometimes in these cases the actors deliberatdiapaheir characters in an autistic
manner because they are convinced they are suppmbedautistic because of
characteristics scripted for the characters. Hawnen four of these selections, the
creators and writers deny that they intended thbaeacters to be autistic. Monk
(2003-09) and possibly i@riminal Mindsand inLaw and Order: Criminal Intenf2001-
11), the characters in question are actually irgedndy the shows’ creators, to have
another psychological condition, such as obsessiapulsive disorder or schizophrenia,
however, the way that the symptoms are portrayegdmeke autism a more consistent
diagnosis. In other cases, especidlye Big Bang Theor§2007-present) andouse,

MD (2004-12), the writers have no such conditionsind; they simply intend their
autistic-like characters to be perceived as ecebiit otherwise neurotypical. This
study is not meant to offer a definitive diagndsisany of these characters; | am not a
psychologist and am therefore not qualified to mailgnoses. These are simply
observations of a scholar of popular culture asaliiity studies, and an autistic

individual.
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One could suggest that including characters whamatréntended to be autistic in
this discussion does not help the argument sirere ils no concrete proof in the primary
material to suggest that they fit the topic. Hoemthere are several reasons why they
are central to the argument, and it is importaredamine them. First of all, a piece of
fiction does not necessary have to mention autisbetabout autism. Mark Haddon’s
The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Tima good example. This novel will be
mentioned at certain points in this study becatuseams that many of the study’s
primary sources draw from Haddon’s novel (it wititlbe discussed at length since that
research has also been done) because it is wiglebgnized as being told from the point
of view of a teenager with Asperger’'s Syndrome. sOme editions of the book, the
synopsis on the back cover says so. However, sperSyndrome is never mentioned
in the book, nor is autism. The closest suggesifandiagnosis occurs when the
narrator, Christopher Boone, lists his “Behavid?adblems,” which read much like the
diagnosis for Asperger’'s Syndrome straight ouhef@SM using more simplified
terminology (46-47). Haddon may not have intenfdedChristopher Boone to be
autistic, but the response to his novel has cagedo accept that diagnosis. In the
same way, characters in some of the television shihgcussed are more autistic than
their creators may have intentionally realized, pathaps some of these writers, much
like Haddon, may eventually admit that autism isstiikely what they are portraying.

Second, it is not unheard of or unacceptable foolses in disability studies to

speculate about diagnoses for fictional charactArgism was not an available diagnosis
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until the 1940s following the work of psychologistso Kanner and Hans Asperger
(Murrayll). However, some very convincing critigieve suggested that characters
from literature written in the nineteenth centugpttt autism. IRepresenting Autism,
Stuart Murray makes such a claim for the title elster of Herman Melville’s short-story
“Bartleby the Scrivener” and even suggests thastbey is superior to Haddon’s novel as
“thegreat literary text of autistic presence” (50-6@phasis Murray’s). In her article,
“On the Spectrum’: Rereading Contact and Affeciame Eyré (2008), Julia Rodas
provides a detailed critique offering her theorgttthe title character of Charlotte
Bronté’sJane Eyrds autistic. Both of these writers justify why yhwere viewing these
texts with a specific diagnosis in mind. Murraysais reading “is not simply to place a
new variable in for the consideration of criticisit.is, rather, to suggest different
possibilities as to what these stonmesari (12, emphasis Murray’s). Rodas offers some
very vital points in her defense:

For many, the debate over diagnosis—especiallyfanss it concerns the
criteria of theDSM—is paramount, since the diagnostic pronouncensent i
immediately concerned with the distribution of nietleresources.
However, for a larger portion of the population &odthe purposes of
fiction, formal diagnosis is beside the point.aif individual, no matter
how eccentric, thrives without medical or therapeuntervention, there is
much to be said for resisting medicine, the discgyly framework that

exists, in many respects, for the tyrannical puesasf normalizing what is
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seen as irregular . . . . Likewise, for a fictionhbracter, formal diagnosis
can bring no benefit. At the same time, while diagjs may not always
be advantageous, coming to an understanding cfteypersonality and a
recognition of autistic characteristics, both witliurselves and in the
world around us, can contribute to a more compéass of identity and
an enriched political consciousness. Thus, thgestgn of this essay . . .
is intended not as an end, nor as an incarceratitre character within
the rigid framework of a diagnosis, not as a gesthat cuts off meaning
and interpretive possibility, but instead as a devo reopen discussion of
the novel’s politics and to challenge what seetneg@ome of our larger
presuppositions regarding the political and satiahnings of the
individual. (“On the Spectrum . . .” par 9)

Here Rodas is claiming the suggestion that a fieti@haracter is autistic neither helps
nor harms him or her. Unlike a posthumous diagnosa historical figure, which will
always remain speculative because psychologicghdses cannot be definitively made
after death, the suggestion of a fictional char&ctiagnosis is just another method of
interpretation. As both writers observe, a viatiBgnosis of a character can add
different meanings to a work.

However, possibly the most important reason to icensharacters who are only
suggested as autistic is audience perspectivere ihenough hinted in these characters

to cause the audience to speculate about an adi#ggmosis, and since the discussion
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falls within the realm of popular culture, poputginion is significant. As will be seen,
no matter what the creators of a given show mayabayt their characters, the audience
maintains its own opinions and interpretations.e fost significant interpretations and
opinions concerning autism may come from the autemmunity, and many autistic
peoplé say that they identify with certain characters vane not intended to be autistic.
If autistic people see autism in these charactieas too is significant.

Also, some explanation of the terminology seledtedhis study is needed,
particularly why it does not refer to more specdiagnoses. Autism is recognized by the
general populace as being a “spectrum” of disordierging from high-functioning
(verbal and very intelligent) to low-functioningdm-verbal and sometimes mentally
deficient). Most of the characters selected fag tliscussion would be adequately
described as being on the high-functioning endgifipally having what is currently
termed as Asperger’'s Syndrome. This study may tefthe condition as such, if the
words “Asperger’s Syndrome” appear in the matarssgd. However, for the majority of
the work, the study will refer to the charactergjuestion simply as autistic people or as
having an autism spectrum disorder.

There are a couple of reasons for this. Mainlig tlecision is sensitive to
proposed changes to tb&M. This most respected reference for diagnoses ofahent
disorders has been revised during the writing isf$tudy. One of the most notable

changes in the ne@SMvolume is that Asperger’'s Syndrome as well as thero

2 This is the politically correct term over “peopiith autism” because unlike others in the disapilit
community, autistic people resist the politicalbyriect “person-first” language. See Jim Sinclaressay
“Why | Dislike Person-First Language.”
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specific diagnoses in the autism spectrum, sudPeagasive Developmental Disorder-
Not Otherwise Specified, have been compartmenthiizi® a simple diagnosis of autism
spectrum disorder. There has been a great deaspbnse about this decision, both
positive and negative. Some psychologists sayAbpérger's Syndrome is a vague,
confusing term, and that blending the diagnosisith the rest of the autism spectrum
will be helpful. Ne’eman believes that this dearsimay help those persons diagnosed
with Asperger’'s Syndrome to be considered moraldédor certain services. However,
some with Asperger’'s Syndrome feel that they vadld an identity to which they have
become accustomed and have embraced with pride alko true that many of these
opponents to thBSMs new diagnostic philosophy say that they woultieéanot be
associated with those individuals who occupy tieioend of the spectrum. Other
psychologists say the proposed diagnosis changgs$eaea to more misunderstanding
and confusion and may make physicians reticenivi® any diagnosis. As autism expert
Tony Attwood explains, if a person with tendendmsard Asperger’'s Syndrome is told
he or she should be tested for autism, the respsoskl be, “No, no, no. | can talk. |
have a friend. What a ridiculous suggestion!” (A, “A Powerful Identity, A
Vanishing Diagnosis”). Despite this controversye thanges in thHeSMwill take place.
According to the American Psychiatric Associatithe revisions will also include more
specific criteria gleaned from field trials, in erdo “provide a more useful dimensional
assessment to improve the sensitivity and speagifafithe criteria” (DSM-5Proposed

Criteria . . .”). The new edition of tHe2SMwill be released in May of 2013.
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Yet another reason to avoid the use of the termems’s Syndrome is that the
other side of the spectrum should not be ignoi2éspite the way that Autism Speaks
often portrays it, this “low-functioning” end oféhspectrum has a powerful, valid voice,
even if many of its members cannot physically spdalogger and advocate Amanda
Baggs is an excellent example. She is non-vebodlshe takes exception to the notion
of “high-functioning, low-functioning autism” becae she does not want to be seen as
low-functioning. Her YouTube video “In My Langudgse one depiction of how and
why she functions. Ms. Baggs, as well as previeugtntioned Rubin and
Mukhopadhyay, are excellent examples of a powentxkim in the autism community:
“Not being able to speak isn’t the same as havothing to say.” The following study
may be somewhat focused on the higher-functionimjcé the spectrum, but that is also
true of the current entertainment industry. Theeecurrently not many principal
characters in popular culture who depict the loectioning side of autism. Trends
indicate, however, that will change in the neaufet

Autistic people should not have to feel ashamedtad they are. They should not
have to feel ostracized or afraid because thediffiexent. Parents of autistic children
should not have to expect “gloom and doom” jusidose of a diagnosis or even because
of a prognosis. Autism Speaks suggests catastapthénominy in their metaphors.
This work will look for what this and similar orgaations have ignored and present

reasons why autism is not a puzzle, a kidnappex,davil. Autism is a way of being.
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CHAPTER 2

“It Doesn’t Feel Like Anything; It Just Is!”: Autma in Film

Typically a literary review summarizes secondamyrses which discuss primary
sources. However, the following two chapters reMiee primary sources of this study
for a number of reasons. Most notably, thereittte to no secondary sources that
explore these primary sources in depth. Beforeghidy makes the argument regarding
the metaphors and themes of autism that have ggfer unrecognized, the reader needs
to understand who these characters are, why tleegppulicable to this study, and what
the creators are trying to portray by using awtishiaracters. Therefore, these chapters,
though unconventional, are necessary.

The following films selected for this study haveael similar characteristics.

All have not been widely released in the Unitede&t@ither because they are
independently produced, they are foreign filmsthery have been released solely to a
premium television channel (HBO). Therefore, thaye not affected the public’s
opinion of autism as widely d&ain Mansince that movie was more widely released and
more highly acclaimed. Because of this, brief siamnes are appropriate. Also, all of the
autistic characters have a clear diagnosis whiei thaim as part of their identity, so
there is no need to argue a case for their dis@sl€&hapters Three and Four will do for

many of the selected television characters.
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Adam, 2009, written and directed by Max Meyer
Summary
Adam Raki (Hugh Dancy) is a twenty-nine-year-oldniaing in New York
whose world suddenly changes when a woman, an atanyeschool teacher named Beth
Buckwald (Rose Byrne), moves into his apartmeniding. Beth becomes attracted to
Adam and tries to talk to him, but he does not feadsubtle intentions and repeatedly

cuts short their conversations. Beth believesttheit failure to connect is her fault, but
Adam has his own ways of reaching.hé&dam bluntly tells Beth that he has felt

sexually stimulated during his excursions with &ed asks if she has as well. Beth is
disturbed, but then Adam explains that he has Ay Syndrome and is simply trying
to understand her feelings because he cannot s¥agkpressions. Adam implies that he
is proud to have Asperger’s, though he does nte #tgs directly within the dialogue:
Adam: One thing about it [Asperger’s] is not knog/nvhat people are
thinking. Like right now?
Beth: Oh, right! | guess | was wondering what thatfeels like for you.
Adam: Well, it doesn't feel like anything! It just! My brain works
differently from NTs.
Beth: NTs?
Adam: Neurotypicals. Sometimes | can’'t understidugan, especially
when they mean something different from what theegctually saying!

Beth: You don’t do that?
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Adam: Most aspies are really honest. Psychologwtk it's a lack of

imagination, but psychologists are mostly NTs! &liEinstein, Thomas

Jefferson, Mozart, they all had lots of imagination

Beth: They had Asperger’'s?

Adam: (nods) Probably.
The news that Adam is autistic worries Beth thatsh®ot “prime relationship material.”
Yet the more she learns about his disorder anchtbre she interacts with him, she
comes to appreciate the circumstance, and shawsdo Adam’s honesty and
innocence. Beth also learns to adapt her beh&wviaccommodate Adam’s needs. For
instance, she discreetly signals to Adam by toughis hand when she senses that he has
overwhelmed someone in conversation by introdutdiognany statistics. She also often
clarifies her statements if she speaks metaphbfrittamake her language more literal.
As a result, Beth successfully develops a romagtationship with Adam.

However, they face stressful challenges that terethe relationship. Adam
throws a tantrum in front of Beth when he learrat 8he deceived him. Adam loses his
trust in Beth and ends his relationship with het, le later regrets this decision. Seeking
Beth'’s forgiveness, Adam sets out for Beth’s paadmbuse. Adam arrives, standing in
the snow at Beth’s parents’ address, and askstBetbme with him to California as he
goes to accept a new job. At first, Beth seemsrdehed to move across the country
with Adam, but then she realizes that his Aspeggprésents an even greater distance to

traverse. When Beth realizes that the reason Adanisaher with him is not because he
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loves her but that he is dependent on her, sheesfio go. Adam does not know how to
take the news, but eventually he leaves, aloneC&bfornia.

Behind the Scenes Perspectives

Max Meyer reveals in the DVD commentary fisamthat he was inspired to
write the movie after hearing a National Public Radterview with someone who has
Asperger’s Syndrome, describing what living witistbondition is like. However, it
becomes clear in the commentary that Meyer isye@écribing what he believes
everyone experiences in relationships. Though hatadddam’s condition is more
extreme, Meyer explains that significant, meanihgfteractions with other people are
universally challenging; he, too, struggles witksiabanxiety. He says, “I think we all
kind of, or certainly I, identify with this waitinfpr something that you hope happens and
then you don’t hope happens . . .. And poor Adasiiha little bit . . . more so than the
rest of us.” The actors also see the movie in mareersal terms, as we learn from an
interview with them also included on the DVD. Darsays that he was intrigued by
Adam’s humanity, explaining, “He’s not just a syore; he’s a guy.” Byrne looks past
the comment on autism to see the film's messagatdbee in general, explaining, “The
film, I think, deals with what gets lost in transta, and love is . . . the most sacred thing
in the world, | think. There’s obviously all sod§different . . . variations of it, but |
think it's something we need to tap into more araterand more” (“Creating Adam”).

This tender relationship ultimately fails, and then implies that all autistic

romances will fail because autism is a great dudt tannot be sustainably spanned. It
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seems as though the movie plans from the begirfom@§gdam and Beth'’s relationship
ultimately not to work. Producer Leslie Urdangigades this on the DVD commentary:

| think that was the central struggle and challeoigine film, which is the

balance between . . . realizing that this is a aactive and compelling

man who has an obstacle toward intimacy and hoyoddalance

between him being someone that this woman, Bethaddnvomen

audiences could fall in love with and someone vdmg wonders, if you

can spend a life with. And that delicate balanes something that |

think through the shooting process and throughethéng process we

were extremely aware of. How “normal” is he? Haecessible is he?

What about him is different and wonderful that amyman would fall in

love with?
Mozart and the Whale, 2004 , Written by Ron Bass, Directed by Petter Neess
Summary

Donald Morton (Josh Hartnett) runs his own suppgooup for autistic people.

The members represent a wide range of places ap#wtrum, but Donald is the only
member who has Asperger’'s Syndrome. It becomemodvhat he started this group
because he feels alone and misunderstood. Heheltgroup, “People with Asperger’s
want contact with other people very much. We's pathetically clueless at it; that's
all'” When a young woman with Asperger’s Syndronagned Isabelle Sorensen (Radha
Mitchell) joins his group, Donald is immediatelytenested in her; but they do not have a

romantic relationship until he asks her, on bebfH friend, to attend a Halloween party,
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to which he has no intention of going himself. cgitboth Donald and Isabelle are
autistic, they understand each other’s problenzsway that other people do not.
However, there are some autistic differences tiyt tlo not share, and these unforeseen
perspectives cause problems. Eventually, theyzeetliat their similarities are necessary
for a successful relationship, and they marry affilm’s conclusion.

Behind the Scenes Perspectives
After the opening credits, the film begins withitke card reading, “This is a
fictional story inspired by true events.” WriteoRBass, who is also the co-writer along
with Barry Morrow of the filmRain Man,explains during the DVD commentary that the
film is based on a real married couple, Jerry arzalyMNewport, who both have
Asperger’s Syndrome. “The story is completelyifictl, but there are moments in their
lives and things they told us that provided thegiraion for a lot of this [film],” Bass
says. He mentions some of the moments in the nibaieare true, but he does not
discuss how the characters are really like thewadaenodels or how the characters (real
or imagined) feel about being autistic. Bass glswides a significant interpretation of
the film:
This [film] so epitomizes everyone’s struggle toroaunicate. The
difficulty of people being locked in their own lis@and their own thoughts
and their own problems is comically evident in deopith Asperger’s or
autism, but it mirrors the way we are. We justéauittle ability to scam

and lie and conceal and hide over the fact thatevauch more like these
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people underneath than we want to realize. Seskential humanity of
them is touching, recognizable.

Many of the remarks Bass makes in this commenbtastriate how, in his opinion,
everyone can relate to the kinds of relationshipeeiences the autistic characters
encounter iltMozart and the Whalelt seems as though he argues that this film
demonstrates that everyone is autistic to a cedagnee, an intriguing observation
similar to Meyer’s interpretation @dam
My Nameis Khan, 2010, Written by Shibani Bhatija and Niranjan lyengar, Directed
by Karan Johar
Summary

Rizvan Khan (Shah Rukh Khan) is a Muslim who wasegin India. In Khan’s
youth, his mother taught him that there are only types of people who exist in the
world: people who do good deeds and people whovilldeeds. Khan moves to San
Francisco to live with his elder brother when thaother dies. Khan's sister-in-law, a
psychology professor, recognizes the symptoms peAger's Syndrome in Khan and has
him officially diagnosed. Khan says of his diagspsSMy fear of new places, new
people, my hatred for the color yellow and shanmsis, the reason for mei¢] being so
different from everyone was defined in just two d&rAsperger’'s Syndronie Though
his voice deepens and he speaks more slowly asdwugiloes his disorder (implying an
ominous tone), the content of what he says indicedene relief that he finally has an

explanation for his acknowledged odd behavior.
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Khan'’s brother hires Khan to be a salesman folimesof beauty products. On
his rounds, Khan has a meltdown (a term that isgeized in the autism community as
acceptable to describe an adverse reaction tantneoement or unforeseeable
circumstanceyin the middle of the road. A kind woman namedniliga (Kajol) comes
and comforts him. Khan follows her into a beawtps and immediately goes into his
sales pitch. He also discusses his disorder dgaithis time with a more positive tone:
| may look a little strange to you, but that's besa | have Asperger’s
Syndrome. It's named after Dr. Hans Asperger.s haesn’t mean | am
mad. Oh, no, no, no. I'm very intelligent. Vesyart, very smart. But
there are certain things | don’t understand. Rstance, people say when
| go to their houses, “Come Rizvan, pretend likeybur own house,” but
how do | do that when the house isn’'t mine? | danderstand why
people say one thing and think another. &tymi[mother] would say
there are only two kinds of people in the world—d@®&ople and bad
people. I'm a good person. | do good deeds.
Mandira is intrigued by Khan’s honesty, and Khaalgo intrigued and enamored with
Mandira. He spends a great deal of time with Watching her, imitating her, and
talking to her. Then, he suddenly proposes to Mantut she rejects him. Khan learns
that Mandira had been in an arranged marriagehirgvand was abusive, and he
eventually left her to raise their only child, aastamed Sameer, by herself. When he
understands Mandira’s reticence, Khan again offer@roposal, “If you don’t love him,

marry me.” He is persistent and repeats his prapagtil she finally agrees.
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They move to Banville, California, where Mandiraeap her own salon.

Business is good, and the Khan family is very hapggther. Then, from across the
continent, September 11, 2001 changes everyth{gn’s family faces several
hardships, culminating in Sameer’s violent murd®xercome with grief, Mandira
blames Khan for Sameer’s death, saying that itkas’s Islamic faith that was the
reason behind the hate crime. She yells at Kh#ate, but he does not understand that
she meanforever Therefore, he innocently asks her when he shatlan. She

answers that if he can go to the President of thieed States and tell him that despite
Khan'’s religion, despite his heritage, despiterfame, Khan is not the terrorist father of a
terrorist son, then he can return. Khan understéued literally and immediately starts
rehearsing his message, “Mr. President, my nark@as. | am not a terrorist.”

Khan then begins an epic journey across the couatgyest that is reminiscent of
other films about disability and discovery suchRagsn ManandForrest Gump His
journey receives national attention as the meditgns his innocence and selflessness.
In the end, this journey affects Mandira as weil ahe reunites with her husband just
before he keeps his promise to deliver the messate president.

Behind the Scenes Perspectives

There are a few interviews with the cast and drethe DVD features that
contain significant comments about this film. Naf¢hem addresses the importance of
Khan's autism. Perhaps it was included for nooeasgther than the fact that Asperger’s
Syndrome is a new topic for Indian films. In tleature titled “Changing the Face of

Bollywood,” the crew explains that they are trytogoreak the stereotype of Indian films,
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which includes a reputation as a garish, prolidaig mostly comprised of love stories
and music. Karan Johar, the director, explainsithily Name is Khate is trying to
branch out from Bollywood, appealing to a wideriande. The subject of autism, Johar
says, helped toward that goal:

There’s a certain global point this film has. Skatkh [Khan's character]
has a disorder. He has Asperger’s Syndrome, whiblgh-functioning
autism, and we had to project that in a very reaf.wShah Rukh
essentially hasn’t done a role like this, definitebt with me, and
definitely Indian cinema hasn’t seen a disordehwitcertain amount of
research and a certain amount of honesty. Sdlitfexent not only for
Shah Rukh and I, but it's also different, | thifgg Indian cinema in a
certain sense. (“Changing the Face of Bollywood”)
My Name is Khamwertainly takes great care to showcase autismogtkpl In fact, it is
the only film selected for this study that beginghva disclaimer reading, “The
protagonist in the film suffers from Asperger’s Syome, a form of autism. While the
film endeavors to depict the character as auth&htiand sensitively as possible, it is a
work of fiction and hence certain creative libestteave been taken in the portrayal of the
condition.” Autism is actually portrayed rathercarately, though some details seem to
be borrowed from other works of fiction rather tHeom research about the condition
itself. For instance, Khan goes into a rage whenbe sees the color yellow. This

behavior could be a referenceTtbe Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time
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where Christopher, an autistic boy, explains hecg aversion to that color, but super-

sensitivity to color is not a common symptom ofismt

On the other hand, after going out of their wajdntify Asperger’s Syndrome

so overtly, curiously, the writers ultimately preas&han’s disorder as a secondary

consideration. Its prominence significantly fadeghe movie continues in decided

deference to Khan’s identity as a Muslim in a g@4tt world. Yet the writers even

intend that platform to remain a secondary subpfatcording to writer Niranjan

lyengar:

My Name is Khais actually a love story. Even when you have this
subject at the core which is meant to be the rasakimination and
whatever’s happening post-9/11 in the world, h&@Fpwas very clear to
write it out that it's not going to be a story abthat. He wanted that part
of the story to be a backdrop. So I look at ihdsve story between
Rizvan and Mandira. Everything else just completsi@nd adds to that

love story. (“The Story oMy Name is Khah)

In Shah Rhuk Khan'’s interpretation, his charactatisstic condition only complements

and enhances the love story:

| think what we touched upon is the fact that tlatneed to be more
accepting of each other and that is part througletfes of a neuro-
atypical person who is seeing it more clearly thgerhaps, the so-called
sane people . .. .You know, he doesn’t reactuie,loomance, passion,

hugging, anger, but somewhere down the line hézesah person who
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does not feel so much, who'’s got that part of ttaénbor mind under-
developed, is feeling more than the rest of thddvoAnd why is that?
Because | think he’s simple, simple and even ngiTé&e Story of My
Name is Khan”)

Nevertheless, this film does some things that fetAssac portrayals in this study do, such
as suggesting that someone with autism can engog@essful relationship as a spouse
and as a parent.

Ocean Heaven, 2010, Written and Directed by Xue Xau

Summary

This film grapples with a question that plagueswnparents of autistic children,
especially those whose children occupy the morerseside of the spectrum: What will
happen to my child when | die? Wang Xincheng Lietaces this agonizing dilemma
when he is diagnosed with liver cancer. With aafgw months to live, the widower’s
greatest concern is the fate of Dafu, his twentg-gear-old autistic son (Wen Zhang).
Dafu’s verbal skills are limited (his speech is thgsas described in theSM,
“stereotyped and repetitive use of language omsihoratic language,” also called
echolalia), and he is unable to care for himself.

The film begins with a failed attempt at murderesde. The incident inspires
Wang, as he brings a neighbor into his confiden@ay that” Even the Grim Reaper
can't get him. So | think there’s some place ortrefor him to live.” However, finding
a place on earth for Dafu proves difficult. Aftauch searching, Wang finds an institute

for people with mental disabilities. Wang leavesdon in the facility’s care, but Dafu
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panics on the first night because his father isimete with him. As a result, Wang also
moves into the institution in a selfless efforetxlimate his son to this new home. He
also sets about the painstaking task of teachimgdm to be more independent. Dafu
does not seem to grasp the grave importance of fneslamental lessons.

Wang is further concerned about how Dafu will harik absence after he
observes his son’s disappointment at the closefreéradship. A carnival comes to the
aquarium where Wang is employed, and Dafu befriengsung woman, Ling (Kwan
Lun Mei), who is a clown. Knowing that her stayisly temporary, Ling tries to teach
Dafu how to use a telephone, but he does not utashets When the carnival leaves town,
Dafu runs away. Wang finds his son dejected aatedeon a bench beside a clown
statue of Ronald McDonald.

Dafu’s reaction to Ling’s disappearance bothers yMaemendously, and he
confides in a neighbor that he has one last legstgach his son or he will “not be able
to relax.” He uses Dafu’s favorite activity, swirmg in the aquarium, to convey this
message. Wang leads Dafu to believe that hisrfattgoing to be reincarnated as a sea
turtle. He assures the boy that since turtles laavery long lifespan, Wang will always
be with Dafu whenever he swims in the ocean. Tkensaire that Dafu understands this,
Wang makes a sea turtle costume with a purplestartéll and swims with Dafu. Shortly
after this, Wang passes away. After his fathegatkd, Dafu becomes more cognizant,
resigned, and independent. He remembers the k$so®father taught him, though he
still does not understand how to use the phonegd#¢s swimming, finds a sea turtle, and

swims with it, holding onto its back.
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Behind the Scenes Perspectives

In the behind-the-scenes interview on the DVD{evrand director Xue Xiaolu
explains why she creat€icean HeavenShe worked with autistic children for over ten
years, and she was so moved by their innocent armagcnature that it motivated her to
write this script. Jet Li is best known as an@tfilm star, so this is a very different role
for him. He participated in this movie becauséoiv moved he was after reading the
script. “When | read the script,” Li explains,Wias filled with feeling, aided by my own
understanding and interest in autism over the ye&osl thought, no matter what, we
must try to fulfill the director’s hopes and brittgs story to life.”

This film was a learning experience for both Jeahd Wen Zhang. Lilearned
from this film how to perform a more serious, draimeole. Zhang actually knew very
little about autism before portraying Dafu, as Rplains, “Before, | used to think that
autism meant not talking, being very quiet andathf Later, when | came into contact
with autism, | realized what it really is.” Zhategrned about the extent of the autism
spectrum in preparing to play the role of Dafu gathed a deeper respect for autistic
people.

Li, Zhang, and Xiaolu all explain at the end of theerview that the purpose of
this movie is awareness of families with autistddren, yet it addresses not only the
challenges of autism but also the added weighe¢gonsibility that parents of autistic
children carry. Xiaolu specifically states thag tinessage is meant to be positive as she
draws attention to “[autistic people’s] simple, imsible optimism.” Li also elaborates on

Xiaolu’s point:
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| hope society will better understand that theriis group of parents and
children. We, as members of this big “family” titumankind, if we
can help more, care more, encourage these parahtbeir children, they
won't feel detached or as though no one understahds they are going
through. If everyone expresses a little bit moreeland care, then they
will have more courage to continue down this path.
When Li's message of hope is compared to Autismalsgie message of hopelessness, it
IS very easy to see th@icean Heaveprovides a much more positive perspective. It
demonstrates that with patience, love, and undestg, even an autistic person on the
lower end of the spectrum can learn to be indepdraied can live a good life. The
movie recognizes, however, that this cannot happ#rout the heroic efforts of
extraordinary people. It ends with a title card tleeds, “This film is dedicated to all the
ordinary heroes among our parents.”
Temple Grandin, 2010, Written by Christopher Monger and William Merrit
Johnson, Directed by Mick Jackson
Summary*

It is Arizona, 1966, and a young woman named Terggandin (Claire Danes) is
going to visit her aunt and uncle’s ranch. Theeeflashes of how Temple perceives
concepts in her mind, though the audience may maedy understand what it is seeing.
Sometimes when Temple looks at something, it fre@se a photograph. Sometimes

she links those captured images to flashes of atha@ges. When she hears a figure of

! This summary is rather long because there are detels in this film discussed in this study tlzany of
the other film discussed.
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speech, she vividly imagines a literal interpretati Much of what she sees is overlaid
and analyzed with mentally generated, animateddoilnielike designs. This indicates
that she is clearly curious about how things wdske uses that curiosity to build a new
opening mechanism for the ranch’s front gate.

Very intrigued by the cattle on the ranch, Tenggends a lot of time in the field.
One day, she notices a frightened cow strugglingiagiven an inoculation. However,
when the animal is placed into a booth called @sge chute, the cow calms. Later,
when Temple becomes anxious, she, too, runs irtsdgheeze chute and begs her aunt to
close it. Once the squeeze chute tightens aroendremple calms as well.

At the end of the summer, Eustacia, Temple’s nrathdia Ormond), takes her
daughter to college to Franklin Pierce Collegempke becomes very agitated when she
realizes that she does not have a roommate. Eastgaains that Temple’s roommate
will be coming later, but Temple is still upsetudtacia walks out of the room to give her
daughter a chance to calm herself and then thin&atahe day that Temple was
diagnosed with autism as a little girl. The psyolct had told her there was no
treatment for the disorder and that the only opti@s to institutionalize the child. When
Eustacia asked the doctor how this could have hegghehe psychologist referred to the
only theory available at that time (now acknowletigs incorrect) proposed by
psychiatrist and critic Bruno Bettleheim: that aatiwas caused by a lack of bonding
between a child and his or her mother. Eustaéisee to accept that, and she

remembers all the effort she has invested intchiegder non-verbal child to speak.
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Eustacia’s flashback ends before we learn how shieed the feat of finding Temple’s
voice, and Eustacia goes back into the room tothiatl Temple is calm.

However, Temple suffers another meltdown whengsles to the cafeteria. An
automatic door is the only entrance to the serliimey and Temple associates it with a
guillotine. When she sees it, she runs out ottfeteria, an experience prompting
Temple to build the prototype for her own persa@tpleeze chute. As Temple is trying it
out for the first time, her roommate arrives andigurbed by the strange sight. When a
psychologist questions Temple about her machinejibeonstrues her answers and
assumes she is using it for sexual gratificatiocsh @eommends destroying Temple’s
squeeze machine.

At spring break, Temple returns to her aunt’s hamailds another squeeze
machine, and refuses to go back until she is alibiwekeep it. Eustacia does not agree
with Temple’s use of the squeeze machine, so h@rAnn goes to school, acting as
Temple’s advocate. Temple offers an experimesewmhow other people react to the
machine. She tests the machine on several stydgtkers the information, and tries
searching for connections. However, when gradepasted for her psychology class,
Temple receives an F for her squeeze machine odsand immediately calls her high
school science teacher.

This leads to another flashback from four yearBeza Eustacia takes Temple to
a boarding school in New Hampshire. The principatbduces Temple to all of her
teachers, but she quickly becomes interested isdi@mce teacher, Dr. Carlock (David

Strathairn). Eustacia meets with the faculty tplax that Temple had been expelled
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from her previous school. Understanding that pedi@re not going to be significantly
different at this new school, she runs out of treetimg, and Dr. Carlock follows her.
Distraught, Eustacia tells him that leaving hergtdar at a boarding school is just as
much a way of giving her up as institutionalizirgy lvould be. Dr. Carlock assures her
that it is, instead, a way for Temple to take th&trmeaningful step forward in her life.
“Trust me, we all know how different she is,” hg/sato which Eustacia replies,
“Different, not less.”

Dr. Carlock begins to realize how unusual Temphaénory is and takes a
special interest in her. Under his guidance, Tentiplives at the boarding school. Dr.
Carlock speaks to Temple privately to persuadedigo to college and to realize her
remarkable talent’s potential. She asks him ifcde study cows, and he answers that
cows and other farm animals are studied in thenseief Animal Husbandry, which
makes Temple laugh because she imagines a manimgaargow. When she announces
her intention to stay in boarding school with hibm, Carlock encourages her to imagine
college like a door to a new world and to makedeeision to go through it. This image
has a particular impact on Temple throughout Her li

Then the film returns to the present. Temple dodke dean, and as Dr. Carlock
advised her, tells him that she needs extra tineeganize the surplus of information she
has acquired in her study of the squeeze macHhieeiple maintains that her research has
proven her right to keep her machine and to receipassing grade. The dean is
tremendously impressed as he looks through Tempse&arch and agrees that her grade

should be amended and allows her to keep her sgueazhine. With aid of the squeeze
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machine helping her to cope with her anxiety, Tengpccessfully completes college.
She delivers a speech at her graduation, proclgithiat a diagnosis of autism is not
hopeless:

When | was younger, | closed myself off from peoplelidn’t even speak
until 1 was four. There’s a highfalutin’ name fibsis condition—autism.
But because of my machine, | am able to know thdrkess and love that
has been given to me to reach this point in my lifeday, more than
ever, | realized | have not walked alone, and hkhaot only my teachers
but my friends and family as well.
After graduation, Temple climbs a ladder at a aaasion site. At the top of the ladder,
she finds a door. Remembering what Dr. Carloc#t about new doors, she eagerly
crosses the threshold. The scene transitionghetaext scene, Temple beginning her
master’s degree in animal husbandry at ArizonaeSfaiversity. At a feedlot, Temple is
overly distracted by the cows’ continual lowing dndhtened behavior. Ignoring the
milieu of hostile condescension, Temple perceitas $he is on the verge of
understanding something important, and she tellatheisor that she wants to write her
master’s thesis on cattle agitation. The advislts ther that a thesis on mooing would be
“lowering the bar,” which he does not want to datigm or no. However, when Temple
further explains her hypothesis that a better wstdading of moos and cows’ frightened
behavior could ultimately improve the cattle indyshe relents.
Yet, when Temple reaches the feedlot, the guamsdter and explains

apologetically, in response to complaints fromhbaeadlers’ wives, that women are no
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longer allowed on the premises. Temple then netilcat all of the other workers drive
old pick-up trucks and wear dirty Western clothir$§he considers this to be another door
to her future. So she trades in her Volkswagenl8éar a used truck, buys new clothes,
and covers everything in mud. When she returiisagdeedlot, she looks like everyone
else, so the guard waves her through. Though Teengrinot get the feedlot's owner to
sign her research form, she continues to do hearels anyway, suffering the same
demeaning treatment from the cow handlers thahadeexperienced in school.
However, one cow handler takes pity on Temple,sttgr research form, and encourages
Temple to expand her research to include auctindg@leos. So Temple attends an
auction, and while there, she sees the editdihefArizona Farmer-Ranchmavhom she
approaches and asks if he would be interestedlingain her research. He promises to
read whatever she submits. As a result, Templemigtturns in a thesis to her advisor
but also an article published in a periodical.

Once she obtains her master’s degree, Templeatetodcontinue doing research
for The Arizona Farmer-Ranchmamyt the guard again refuses her entrance to the
feedlot, and this time he is angrier. He saysttiey were lenient because she was a
university student, but now that she has graduategljs no longer covered by the
feedlot’s insurance. Frustrated, Temple goeRi® Arizona Farmer-Ranchmamain
office to demand a press pass. The editor isebseld that she came to speak to them
wearing dirty clothes, and he gets his secretabutonew clothes for Temple. Temple

selects designer Western wear and lapel pins sHéggetbws. Armed with her press
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pass, Temple enters the feedlot without even slgpwown. She goes on to publish
several articles in a number of publications hatmdo with the cattle industry.

In 1981, Temple and Eustacia attend a seminargaars of autistic children.

The speaker reprimands a mother for allowing héd ¢b spin in circles, demanding that
she control her child. The parents maintain thelref that stimming is beneficial for
autistic children; Temple speaks up to say thategjtees. They ask Temple how old her
child is, and when she replies that she is not thempthe parents all groan; when she
reveals that she is autistic, all the parents staher. She proceeds to tell a little of her
story, revealing that she was non-verbal as a chidthat now she has a master’s degree
and is pursuing a doctorate. As the enthralledmgarcontinue to question Temple, she
explains part of the secret to her success:

I’'m not cured. I'll always be autistic. My mothesfused to believe that |

wouldn’t speak, and when | learned to speak, shdemae go to school.

And in school and at home, manners and rules veailé/important.

They were pounded into me. | was lucky, all thibgegs worked for me.

Everyone worked hard to make sure that | was ertjagmean, they

knew | was different but not less. You know, | leadift. | could see the

world in a new way. | could see details that ofewople were blind to.

My mother pushed me to become self-sufficient.otked summers at my

aunt’s ranch, | went to boarding school and collegel those things were

uncomfortable for me at first, but they helped mepen doors to new

worlds.
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The parents desire to hear more, handing her aphone and inviting her up to the
podium. Temple sees a door at the stage, andceagpginoaches it, she hears voices from
her memories and sees every major door she hagetared, all opening of their own
accord. Temple enters the most important dooeofife, the way to share her life story
and experiences with the world.
Behind the Scenes Perspectives

This is the only film selected for this study tietruly biographical. Instead of
fictionalized characters with true details as patheir storiesTemple Grandirtells the
real story of a real person. In fact, the DVD coamtary includes director Mick Jackson,
writer Christopher Monger, and the real Temple @nan She admits during this
commentary that the story is scarily accurate aatl€Claire Danes essentially becomes
“me during the 60’s and 70’s.” She also mentidrag most of the details in the movie
are also true, although they did not occur in gtiieesame order. She explains, “Some of
these scenes . . . [are] actually something | difl@ bit later, but of course in a movie
you have to time-compress things. Otherwise, yamudn't fit it into a two-hour movie.
Most of the events in the movie actually happebed some of the order is changed.”
However, many of the elements in the movie do ppear in Temple’s books that are
cited as sources for the screenpBmergence: Labeled Autis@ndThinking in Pictures
(2006) The former mostly describes her early life, amellatter is a series of essays
about her particular autistic experience. To mgwdedge, there is no written
description of Grandin’s adult life. Jackson andriger admit that they did fictionalize

some aspects. For example, Dr. Carlock in realdifl not have a doctorate, but Monger
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claims that he elevated Temple’s favorite teacbéh¢ title of doctor “to make him more
noticeable.” Also, though the movie credits DrrlGek with devising the door metaphor
for Grandin, she explains in the commentary theta$ actually a symbol that she
devised herself after entering a secret door #thtd a tower on campus, a detail that is
described clearly iEmergence Probably the most significant, admittedly fictiozald
scene is the scene in which Temple first sneaksthd feedlot. Grandin says that though
the scene was slightly fictionalized, it was, nélveless, in character. In reality, Grandin
admits she even disguised Oliver Sacks to comelvetho the feed yard as he was doing
research on her.

As to why this movie was made, it seems HBO wasr@sted in Temple’s entire
life story, not just her autism. Monger makesraeresting comment: “Some people said
to me, ‘Is the film about autism?’ | don’t thinky make a film about autism; you make
a film about a person, but it's also a film abowtag@prentice. This is [Temple] breaking
into the cattle industry, a woman getting into tla¢tle industry at a time [when it was
dominated by men].” Monger seems to find the faat a woman could overcome
prejudice in order to make a contribution to thetleandustry to be just as remarkable as
a person overcoming the obstacles of autism inrdodieve a full life and make a
contribution to the world. Jackson, meanwhile,regpes that he enjoyed making this
movie because he is also a visual thinker, andlorgie effectively provided a canvas
for him to present images in a convincing way. éden tells Temple that her books read

like a movie.
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Furthermore, unlike all other films selected faiststudy,Temple Grandirwas
more widely received in America. Of course, thalbut was on premium television, but
more Americans avail themselves of access to #r@ue than they do to independent and
foreign films. That is significant because it lioasts to a broader audience the hopeful
message that a nonverbal autistic person can bea@uecess and change the world. Of
course, it does not effectively show how that eesiilt is accomplished, but the message
is still there. As an added benefiemple Grandirwon several prestigious awards,
including Emmys, Golden Globes, and Screen ActBugd Awards. Tributes such as
these help make this film more noticeable to theega public. This film does
effectively show what it is like to view the worcbm an autistic perspective, and not
many other films do this well.

All of these films, as we have seen from the sunesaand commentaries,
investigate both the positive and negative aspddtging with autism. The creators
usually see autism not only as a disorder but@syanentary on neurotypical
relationships as well. All of the films discus$felient kinds of relationships with autistic
people, particularly romantic and parent-child; amelrelationships have both successes
and flaws. These films also all make use of costgnm some fashion. These are all

significant points of discussion in this study.
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CHAPTER 3

“It is a Gift and a Curse”: Autism on Televisionp@edy

Since an autism diagnosis is not made clear irt tetessision characters for this
study, a more definitive approach is needed tordegeich a claim. First, the following
two chapters will discuss autistic characteristic the characters display, basing those
traits largely on th®SM-IVs qualifications, and providing concrete exampl&sen, if
a diagnosis is suggested, hinted, or addressdl] titesse chapters will examine how
those characteristics are treated within the cdrdkthe show. Then, the study will take
into consideration any pertinent comments fromatters, writers, or show creators as to
their opinions about potential diagnoses or why tine@de their characters autistic.
These chapters will conclude with comments regarthe significance these characters
add to this study. This part of the study is daddn two chapters because so much detail
is required. As for the television shows themsgltieey are more widely released than
the films, most of them airing on basic cable awwoek television. Some of them have
very high ratings and/or awards, but others streiggformation regarding the content
on the show is provided as needed.

The Big Bang Theory, 2007-present, created by Chuck Lorre and Bill Prdy,

The Big Bang Theorg a sitcom centering on four “nerds” who work tthge at
the California Institute of Technology: experimdmghysicist Dr. Leonard Hofstadter
(Johnny Galecki), theoretical physicist Dr. Shel@woper (Jim Parsons), astrophysicist

Dr. Rajesh “Raj” Koothrappali (Kunal Nayyar), anaggneer Howard Wolowitz (Simon
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Helberg). Hofstadter and Cooper are roommatestlandhow focuses primarily on the
group’s interactions with Hofstadter and Cooperisrmal” and very attractive neighbor
across the hall, Penny (Kaley Cuoco).
Case Study: Dr. Sheldon Cooper, Performed by Jim Raons

To borrow Stuart Murray’s word$he Big Bang Theonyst might be “the great
[television] text of autistic presence” (50). @heldon Cooper is a large part of this
recognition. In fact, on a television fan websit¥, Squad77.2% of viewers voted that
they believe that Cooper has Asperger’'s Syndromadivan). Cooper’s autistic
characteristics are very apparent when viewingghew.

Social impairment might be Cooper’s greatest dtefidis eye contact, for the
most part, is rather good. However, it may hageificantly improved; Hofstadter
relates that when he first met Sheldon, Coopersantact was terrible (“The Staircase
Implementation”). Even though Sheldon usually nsadge contact, he is not always
appropriately connected or engaged. In one epjstiugldon tries to comfort Leonard
who is feeling depressed, but Sheldon deliversmi@e conversation to the floor (“The
Maternal Congruence”).

Sheldon has not developed many peer relationshipg; Staircase
Implementation” episode suggests that he woulchawe made his current friends if it
were not for Hofstadter. Sheldon, before Hofstadt@s clearly not interested in
companionship. Leonard purchased a leather carahéir apartment to replace the
previous furniture: two lawn chairs. When Sheldoestions Hofstadter’s purchase,

Leonard explains that the lawn chairs left no rdoncompany, to which Sheldon
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replies, “Did it occur to you that was by design®hen Sheldon tries to make a friend
on his own, he feels compelled to do excessiverekéanto the procedure of friendship
including conducting a survey of his current frisnceading books on the subject, and
making a flow chart describing the process in d€t&he Friendship Algorithm”). Yet,
perhaps the greatest clue to Cooper’s social defiei comment from Sheldon himself,
which clearly shows his preference for his workrgwersonal relationships; when a
young rival leaves the university to pursue a roicaelationship, Sheldon publically
announces, “Ladies and gentlemen . . . while Mm Kby virtue of his youth and naiveté,
has fallen prey to the inexplicable need for humamact, let me step in and assure you
that my research will go on uninterrupted, and suatal relationships will continue to
baffle and repulse me” (“The Jerusalem Duality”).

Sheldon also demonstrates“a lack of spontaneokingei® share enjoyment,
interests, or achievements with other people” aP®BMdescribes. In one episode, his
friend Amy Farrah Fowler (Mayim Bialik) tells hinhat one of her papers has been
published in a major periodical in her field. St tells her, with equal excitement, that
he has gained a hundred followers on his Twittepant. Yet as Fowler continues to
talk about her accomplishment, Sheldon is plainbyerinterested in his trifling victory.
Amy leaves in despair, and Penny points out todgimehis mistake. Sheldon, however,
maintains that Amy’s accomplishment oslgemedmportant, but it is not important to
him because neurobiology is “all about yucky, shquithings” (“The Shiny Trinket

Maneuver”).
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“Lack of social or emotional reciprocity” refers &n autistic person’s inability to

understand and reflect the emotion of other peaptkthe inability to understand social
mores. Sheldon has experienced both of thesem e second episode, “The Big Bran
Hypothesis,” we learn that he has difficulty disgag tone of voice in order to recognize
sarcasm. Since then, he often questions his Sieaticectly, to determine if they are
being sarcastic. Similarly, he has voiced hishteweading facial expressions, and at
times makes guessing them somewhat of a game, imgigh expression to its
corresponding emotion, as seen in this conversatitinRa;j:

Sheldon: Forgive me, as you know I’'m not adepeatiing facial cues,

but I'm going to take a stab here. You're eithed sr nauseated.

Raj: I'm sad.

Sheldon: (flinches) | was going to say sad; | démow why | hedged.

(“The Pirate Solution”)
Additionally, he follows his limited, formulaic uedstanding of social customs to a fault.
For instance, he believes that social conventionathels that when a guest is upset, the
host must offer him a hot beverage. So if onei®fiends comes to the apartment
“down in the dumps,” Sheldon makes sure that eitleeor Leonard prepares a cup of tea
or cocoa. Even if the guest rejects the offer,g@oaurtly replies, “Sorry, it's not
optional” (“The Cohabitation Formulation”).

Yet there are some social conventions Sheldon ¢aeadily accept due to his

lack of social reciprocity. One example is theiglbcustom of giving gifts at holidays.

In two episodes, when Penny is planning a surpmiteday for Leonard (“The Peanut
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Reaction”) and, on another occasion, when Sheldogives a Christmas present from
her, Sheldon explains why exchanging gifts makessense” to him. In both episodes,
his reasoning is that he cannot guess what thpieatiwould accept as a gift. In the
Christmas episode, Sheldon phrases it this waye ‘Bd9sence of the custom is that | now
have to go and purchase for you a gift of commeatswralue and representing the same
perceived level of friendship as that represeniethb gift you’'ve given me. It's no
wonder suicide rates skyrocket this time of yeéiThe Bath Item Gift Hypothesis”). Of
course, this is a joke that induces the studioenadi’s laughter, but the anxiety is not lost
for those who are in Sheldon’s position. In neitiveplanation does Sheldon consider the
gift-giving platitude of “It's the thought that cats” because Sheldon does not seem to
possess that level of empathy.

The second category of autistic identifying chaggstics that most affects
Sheldon is restricted patterns of behavior andésts. Sheldon himself has recognized
that he has a tendency to be preoccupied with coa@and with topics he finds
particularly appealing. Once when Leonard comglaibout this aspect of his roommate,
Cooper replies that “fixating . . . [is] consistevith my personality” (“The Good Guy
Fluctuation”). In addition to the many interesesdhares with the rest of his quartet of
male friends (physics, comic books, video gamed,sarence fiction), Sheldon has a
particular fixation on trains. He obviously doex nnderstand that this fascination is of
little interest to the others. For example, Raj&er visits from India and has only one
day to spend with her brother. Raj asks for sutimes of ways to entertain his sister,

and Sheldon (with uncharacteristic eagerness)Rajgo “make it a train day,”
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proceeding to lay out a full itinerary that inclgdeating in restaurants that are converted
dining cars and visiting a museum of antique tars. When Raj rejects that idea,
Sheldon just scoffs, “Well then, apparently youehiain.” Sheldon also tells Raj’s sister
when she rejects his entertainment suggestiongy fifight as well wait at the airport for
your flight” (“The Irish Pub Formulation”).

Sheldon’s life is certainly defined by ritual. Has a strict weekly routine
dictating what and where he eats and what actwtidl occupy his and his friends’ time
each day, and he does not like to divert fromiMhen his friends propose “Anything Can
Happen Thursday” in theinterest of pursuing vari&iyeldon is clearly uncomfortable,
saying that he has “fallen down the rabbit hole iaol a land of madness” (“The
Hofstadter Isotope”). Also, Sheldon is obsessiyticular about where he sits in a
room, a quirk that occupies several scenes indghiess At his apartment, Sheldon has
selected (for a host of self-absorbed reasonsjaita spot on the sofa. Not only is
Sheldon uncomfortable sitting anywhere else, he &l not allow anyone to sit in “his
spot.” He further verbalizes his aversion to cleamipen such a circumstance arises and
his friends assure him that it will be fine. Shaldetorts, “No, it'snot going to be fine!
Change is never fine! They say it is, but it's’r(6The Dead Hooker Juxtaposition”).

“Stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerismsdescribed in th®SM is often
called by the autistic community “self-stimulatibghavior” or “stim,” which can
function as either a noun or a verb. Stims inclegeetitive behaviors that are calming to
the autistic individual but that, often, are nohsiglered socially acceptable, such as

flapping hands. Sheldon has one particular stimglvwas first revealed in “The
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Loobenfeld Decay” and has become a staple of hisopality throughout the series.
Whenever Sheldon visits someone, he always knatkssoor her door three times, calls
his or her name, and repeats this process twioe exxample, if Sheldon wants to speak
to his neighbor across the hallway, he consistegntbgeeds this way: “(three knocks)
Penny! (three knocks) Penny! (three knocks) Penriyiifs is another process that he
does not like to have interrupted. In “The WhitgpAragus Triangulation,” Penny opens
her door on his second round of knocks; Sheldonlglknocks the final round on her
doorpost and whispers her name before speakingrto®Penny has the most fun playing
with this idiosyncrasy, though she does find ib&éoannoying, but Sheldon does not see
any reason to stop this behavior. In one episBdany has the following conversation
with him:

Penny: You do realize that | stand on the othe sitthis door waiting

for you to finish knocking three times?

Sheldon: | know. | can see the shadow of your deeer the door.

Penny: My point is it's a waste of time.

Sheldon: If you're looking for an example of a veasft time, | would

refer you to the conversation we’re having rightvn¢'The Robotic

Manipulation”)

The autistic category of diagnosis in which Sheldmplays the least impairment

is communication. His speech is eloquent and chrat he usually understands his
friends’ speech. He has no problem sustaining@ersation; Sheldon’s problem is that

he prefers t@ominateconversation with “alternative topics,” usually alving his vast
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reservoir of trivial knowledge. For instance, imecepisode, Leonard wishes to discuss
his seeming inability to procure a girlfriend; Sthah responds with random information
about the capybara, an exotic rodent. When Leoaskd him what that has to do with
anything, Sheldon replies, “It was a desperatergitedo introduce an alternate topic of
conversation.” As his friends respond to Leonaodisversation and introduce their own
topics, Sheldon complains, “You know, | try veryrdhéo make our lunch hours
educational and informative, but your insistenceadking about your own lives stymies
me at every turn” (“The Apology Insufficiency”).

Sheldon displays other characteristics often agtsmtwith autism, although
outside of thdSMqualifications. He is tremendously intelligentd@ed, he was a child
prodigy. On several occasions he mentions thatdseomly eleven years old when he
began college. He also possesses an eidetic meandrgan recall even the most
mundane details from years ago. Despite his remhbdgkintelligence, however, Sheldon
cannot drive a car. His friends try to get himdarn, but their attempt is a disaster.
Sheldon even goes so far as to suggest that be lEghly evolved for driving (“The
Euclid Alternative”). He does not like people tmth him; though that aversion is
probably rooted in a greater concern for his hethlém it is an anxiety associated with
social, physical contact. Still, when his frienchhugs him, he likens the experience to
being “strangled by a boa constrictor.” After thaty, though, Sheldon analyzes his
disdain for physical contact to his friends, “Allrife, | have been uncomfortable with

the sort of physical contact that comes easillgtteers—hand shaking, hugging, prostate
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exams—>but I'm working on it.” He then concludeatthe may welcome more physical
intimacy in the future (“The Cooper/Kripke Inversi}.

Diagnosis Status

There have been subtle hints from other charaaterarious points in the series
that strongly suggest that something about Shdklant “normal,” that he is disabled in
some way. For instance, in one episode Sheldakbrato an arcade to perform an
experiment. The security guard calls Leonard andses he will be lenient in
Sheldon’s case, explaining he has a nephew whepiscial.” This, of course, is the
“polite” way that non-disabled people often refethose with disabilities. Leonard
replies, “Well, he’s extra-special’ (“The Einstedpproximation”), which could be read
that Sheldon is disabled in ways that the secgugrd cannot imagine. Sheldon’s friend
Amy, a neuroscientist, informs Sheldon after heahis door-knocking ritual that such
behavior “is symptomatic of obsessive compulsivedier.” Sheldon rejects her
hypothesis, and she accuses him of denial (“Thestation Hypothesis”).

When Sheldon’s other friends question his safhgldon’s reply is always the
same, “I'm not insane! My mother had me testetThg¢ Griffin Equivalency”), a very
vague defense for one’s sanity because it leawesaainanswered questions. In what
year was he tested? How old was he? Where wertests conducted? What set of tests
were administered? For what disorders was he liestgd? What, exactly, was the
result (100% neurotypical seems unlikely)? Altloése questions are important because
the understanding of psychologists, particularbirtexpertise regarding the autism

spectrum, has significantly changed over the ye#rhoever “tested” Sheldon certainly
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did not have the knowledge of autism that psychetedhave today. Itis likely that a
definitive diagnosis of Asperger’s Syndrome, fastance, was unavailable at the time
Sheldon was tested.Sheldon’s mother reveals manat &tus mystery during a visit.
When Leonard calls Sheldon “crazy,” she replies;ttally, | had him tested as a child.
Doctor says he’s fine,” but then she mumbles, “aitbh | do regret not following up
with that specialist in Houston” (“The Rhinitis R&ation”). This unfulfilled second
opinion might have led to more concrete answers.
Sheldon actually acknowledges that some of histautendencies make his life
more challenging. When his friends investigate @nelstion a mysterious part of his
behavior, in which he spends time alone every 8agldon does not say what he does,
but explains:
You may not realize it, but | have difficulty naaigng certain aspects of
daily life, you know, understanding sarcasm, fengninterests in others,
not talking about trains as much as | want tos éxhausting, which is
why for twenty minutes a day | like to . . . turrymmind off and do what |
need to do to recharge. (“The 43 Peculiarity”)

This comment could be seen as a step toward Sheldoning his disability as part of an

identity. He recognizes that he has challengeshéias found a way to manage them in

a manner that satisfies him.

Behind the Scenes Perspectives

Creators Chuck Lorre and Bill Prady have both besy clear on this matter:

Sheldon Cooper is not intended to be a charactbrAgperger's Syndrome. Prady says
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that Sheldon and the other characters are basezhbpeople he knew when he worked
as a computer programmer, and those individualsgss&ed some exceptionally strange
traits. However, Prady explains of this group, [i®si were never challenged—they
were simply accepted as a quality of the persore these things Asperger's? |don’t
know” (Collins). Prady also adds that if Aspergeyndrome was intended, he and
Chuck Lorre would have stated very specificallynirthe beginning that this was
Sheldon’s disorder. Instead, Prady refers to Sim$dunusual set of behaviors as
“Sheldony” (Waldman).

Parsons has a very significant reaction to theiposy of Sheldon having
Asperger’s Syndrome. In an interview on the NaldPublic Radio showresh Air, he
states:

| did not know enough about Asperger’s to be utiizany Aspergian
traits, as it were, early on. And | still didnhé&w what it meant exactly to
have Asperger’s or what those qualities were in@dn with that, until
we were being asked about midway through the $eason after . . .
having aired several episodes, you know, “Doesdgimchave
Asperger’'s?”. ...l went to the writers and askd@hey said, “No.” And
then | began a very slight foray into just resemgliike, “What is this?”
And you know, then | read and was like, “Oh, wekay, they say he
doesn’'t have Asperger’s, and they wrote it sodttthem, but good grief,

he certainly has a lot of the traits!”
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So I looked no further into that as far as tryiagget any guidance from
that. For one reason, whatever they're writing, whay it's being filtered
through me and the way I'm doing it apparentlyeiading us in that
direction anyway without having to think about Who knew? But the
other thing is, and | think they were very smarewlhey said, “Nope, he
doesn't,” is that that’s not what they wanted to dtou know, not that
they ever told me this, but it seems to me it'shsaic original reaction to
the world through a filter like that, to look aktlwvorld through those eyes.
But . . . I don't think they wanted to saddle ushna responsibility. 1
don’t think they wanted to, | would assume, clammething that we . . .
had to make sure we upheld to the letter [of tlgmibsis] for ten years, if
we’re lucky, you know or whatever.
| certainly am relieved, as an actor, that I'm ocotstantly having to fact
check. Look, trying to figure out what . . . thelgan salute is every time
we do it [is hard enough]. So | can only imagineati’d be doing going,
“Now, is this actually what . . . somebody with &sger’s would do or
autism?” So | feel like they've made my life freerthat way by not
doing that.

All the same, Parsons certainly seems more congiathis character’'s diagnosis than

are the writers of he Big Bang Theorylt seems that since learning about autism, dven

he has not researched the condition extensivedypdriformance seems to be slightly

more autistic. For instance, his struggle with niegful social connection as opposed to
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the more comfortable, controlled structure of no@tand isolation is more of a conflict
for Sheldon than it was at the beginning of theeser

Autism in general, and Asperger’s Syndrome speliff, seem very consistent
with the character portrayed in Sheldon Cooper.ovetly and explicitly spells out
autistic characteristics even more clearly thawcltracters thare intended to be
autistic by their creators in other television seamd films. Sheldon apparently has
autism, despite what his writers say, and he ighebnly character with autistic
characteristics ohe Big Bang TheorySheldon’s small circle of academically-oriented
friends may not display as many autistic traitSheldon does, but they possess enough
identifying characteristics to question if they hmigso belong somewhere on the
spectrum. In fact, the only character of the s2gentral cast who is clearly neurotypical
is Penny, which is probably the show’s point. Tstisdy will investigate the other male
characters closely, so it is important to regasdrthutistic characteristics as well.

Case Study: The Rest oThe Big Bang Theory Characters

Although Sheldon’s roommate Leonard Hofstadtegrofterves as Sheldon’s
neurotypical guide to social mores, Leonard ofeegnss just as clueless as Sheldon. In
fact, in the show’s pilot, Hofstadter may have be#ended to be more socially awkward
than Sheldon. For instance, when Leonard and Shdidt meet Penny, Hofstadter
decides to do the neighborly thing and invite logotn them for lunch. Yet the way
Leonard thinks best to achieve this social objecsivo hold up a bag of takeout food and
to prattle uncomfortably, “Anyway, we brought hoindian food, and | know that

moving can be stressful, and | find that when I'mergoing stress that good food and
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company have a comforting effect. Also, curry isadural laxative, and | don’t have to
tell you that, you know, a clean colon is just ¢ess thing to worry about!” Sheldon
corrects him by saying, “Leonard, I'm no expertéhdaut | believe in the context of a
lunch invitation, you might want to skip the refiece to bowel movements.” It is only
then that Penny understands what Hofstadter isosing.

There are many occasions when Leonard demonsthatielse is not socially
adept. When he eventually secures a date withyR@mst contemplating the possibility
that it could lead to a serious relationship calsssard to have a panic attack (“The
Fuzzy Boots Corollary”). Predictably, Leonard’#igl attempt at a romantic
relationship with Penny fails. Yet, when a potahtival seeks suggestions from Leonard
about how to establish a successful relationship ®enny, Leonard attempts to
sabotage the would-be suitor’s efforts by advigmgrything he did that did not work
with Penny. Therefore, Hofstadter’s advice is eatievealing:

Well, off the top of my head, you know, | think thest important thing
with Penny is to go really slow. | mean, glaciglou know, guys come
onto her all the time, so you need to, like, setrgelf apart, you know, be
a little shy and don’t make too much eye contdceat her with, like,
cool detachment and, you know, fear. Yeah, like'ngoafraid that if you
touch her she’ll break. (“The Classified Materidlgrbulence”)

Leonard’s second attempt at a relationship withngdlourishes for a time,
mostly because of Penny’s interest in pursuing bedand helping him to become, in

her words, “quality boyfriend material” (“The Zawie Incursion”). Despite her efforts,
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however, Leonard still demonstrates apparent, physianifestations of autism: poor
posture, stimming with his fingers, stuttering, amadequate eye contact. Penny takes
particular notice of this last trait and tells figends that Leonard constantly looks at the
ceiling or his shoes (“The Zarnecki Incursion”)néother clue to Leonard’s autism is
revealed when he confesses to Penny that, asdh bhiinvented a hugging machine
(“The Maternal Capacitance”), which brings to mifemple Grandin’s squeeze machine.
However, Leonard did not invent the device becdugseould not tolerate the sensation
of being hugged but because he failed to receiffeeignt affection from his parents.

The other two members who comprise the core sgomalp inThe Big Bang
Theorydo not display as many autistic traits as ShellwhLeonard, but they both
possess significantly abnormal social deficitsthiafirst couple of seasons, Howard
Wolowitz is overly socially confident and fanciesniself a lady-charmer. However,
judging from Penny’s disgusted response to Howardiginual advances, he is clearly
mistaken. Raj, on the other hand, is arguablyntbst socially disabled. He has selective
mutism and cannot speak in the presence of a worRajis problem is more than just an
inability to verbalize, however; in the pilot episowhen Penny speaks to him, he stiffens
his posture and averts his gaze. When Raj wardayt@omething to Penny, he whispers
his comment to Howard, who is his best friend. ldoithen expresses for Raj, although
usually indirectly by voicing his annoyed respots&hat Raj wanted to say. However,
Raj discovers in “The Grasshopper Experiment” tieais able speak to women if his
inhibitions are chemically altered by the effedtalocohol. Therefore, Raj becomes

reliant on alcohol to have conversations with Pemmgther women. That, of course,
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leads to the loss of other inhibitions that usuetlyates more problems for Raj; he often
says and does things under the influence of alciladlhe later regrets.

Sheldon, Leonard, Howard, and Raj all exhibit sal®gning characteristics of
autism. Like Sheldon, they share an array of sfheed interests. All of them are
intellectually gifted, possessing advanced degngtsare also painfully socially
challenged. Sheldon, Leonard, Howard, and Rajlagigunteract through working on
complex physics equations and concepts, convevgthgeach other in an elevated
vocabulary, and citing actual (but usually raretyptn) scientific feats as anecdotes.
However, their specialized interests also isolagefour friends and tend to hamper their
social development. Even though these characterslaronologically, probably
somewhere in their late twenties, developmentakytact more like adolescents and
readily enjoy activities usually associated witlhugg teenagers. The convergence of
these incongruent characteristics leads to straitig@tions, such as passionately arguing
the scientific inaccuracies of the fiStupermamovie (“The Big Bran Hypothesis”) or
hypothesizing about how different the Battle of tg&burg would have been if it had
involved supernatural characters from fantasy, cdmboks, and mythology (“The
Hamburger Postulate”). Also, usually when these fiharacters discuss their
specialized interests, they tend to ignore com{yle¢he rest of their environment. In one
episode, the four work together to design and instacw media center for Penny.
Though Penny insists that she can manage the pt@eself, Sheldon, Leonard, Howard,

and Raj tell her not to interrupt. As a resultmi®esays something shocking, hoping to
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get their attention, but the four are so focusetheir work that they do not even hear her
(“The Big Bran Hypothesis”).

Another trait that is common to these four “nerigsan inability to interpret
adequately social cues in order to “read peopl@de episode where this ineptitude
places them at a distinct disadvantage is “The D#@uker Juxtaposition.” A new
upstairs neighbor, Alicia, uses her beauty androltarget whatever she wants from
Leonard, Howard, and Raj. Only Penny sees whaia\is doing, probably because she
has used similar tactics. However, as Penny hesnibe more familiar with the four
friends, she understands that such tactics emplwyetanipulate them are unfair and
particularly unkind. She tells Alicia, “LeonarddRloward and Raj, they aren’t like
other guys. They're special. Let’s see, how carglain this? They don’t know how to
use their shields . . . . You know how guys likis @#re, so please don’t take advantage of
them.” Penny’s point does illuminate how difficitlts for all four ofThe Big Bang
Theory’smain characters to recognize subversive sociad\eh Each member of the
male ensemble experiences difficult moments asutref misreading another person.
Leonard is probably the most susceptible to thibl@m because of his relationship with
Penny. After their first official date, Leonardremunces to his friends, “That woman
across the hall is into me!” but Sheldon, Howardj &aj produce video evidence to
demonstrate that Leonard’s prospects are not agticy(i'The Bad Fish Paradigm”).
Howard often misreads Penny as well. He belielwvasher consistent rebuffs to his
innuendos are merely part of the courtship prodesstescribes their exchanges as “the

carnal repartee, the erotic to and fro.” Howewegne episode, Penny lashes out at
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Howard and bluntly tells him exactly how she fesi®ut his attempts at seduction. She
informs Howard that she is completely uninteresteginy sort of intimate relationship
with him, either now or in the future. Howard reggliin shock, “Wait a minute, this isn’'t
flirting. You're serious!” (“The Killer Robot Insthility”). Raj misreads Howard’s
fiancée Bernadette (Melissa Rauch). When Raj espsehis dismay about being
unlucky in love, Bernadette simply tries to liftjReaspirits by making the observation
that he is attractive. Raj, however, believes Bexhadette is attracted to him, and he
maintains a secret infatuation with her (“The ThaspCatalyst”). Once she finds out
about Raj's feelings, Bernadette confronts him #yngRaj explains that he thought she
was interested in him because she was so nicenphin nice toeveryon& she shouts
(“The Skank Reflex Analysis”). Though Sheldon ismmverbal about his difficulty to
understand people’s nonverbal expressions, theothearly have trouble in this area as
well.

The creators of he Big Bang Theorgave not addressed autism in any of the
other characters, but it can be assumed that Hiegeare so adamant that Sheldon does
not have the disorder, they would probably saystirae about the rest of the characters.
However, Prady and Lorre should reconsider thigtiposbecause the huge impact of
autistic characteristics make this comedy as aiteng as it is. This study needs to
consider more characters frorhe Big Bang Theorthan Sheldon Cooper alone,
particularly Leonard Hofstadter, Howard WolowitndaRajesh Koothrappali, because
they all contribute. They not only share manyhaf same autistic traits, but they also

offer commentary on the nature of friendships amdantic relationships with autistic
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people and neurotypical people. Also, the metaphod themes this study will propose
have more of an impact when this ensemble is tegethhis band of “nerds” represents
a particularly bright bandwidth of the spectrum.

Boston Legal, 2004-2008, Created by David E. Kelley

This show follows the many bizarre litigationstthame through the fictional
Boston law firm of Crane, Poole, and Schmidt. Tdtomost of the cases are out of the
ordinary, comical, and controversial, the focushef show is more about the (often
scandalous) relationships of the lawyers in tha fitYet most of the spotlight is pointed
toward the friendship of senior partner Denny Cr@féliam Shatner) and the main
hotshot lawyer Alan Shore (James Spader). Theacteron which this study focuses
was introduced in a subplot three-episode arcersttow’s second season, but he
returned as a regular part of the supporting cast.
Jerry Espenson, Performed by Christian Clemenson

It might be useful in this character’s case to suamze pertinent portions of
Espenson’s overall storyline since he is a suppgitharacter with a definite, unique
scenario. Jerry is first introduced as a lawyeospecializes in banking and finance in
the episode “Legal Deficits.” Alan consults witimhto help his assistant who is having
trouble with credit card debt. This episode s@kdiJerry’s character as a particularly
intelligent but eccentric lawyer; Denny calls Jéilands” because of the way Jerry
paces with his hands placed flat against his thighs

In the next episode, “The Cancer Man Can,” Jeppr@aches Alan asking for a

favor. Espenson is up for a partnership in tha fior his third and final time, and he
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wants to know how much of a chance he has. Alawioces Denny to show him Jerry’s
performance evaluation, which reads that Jerrypoas social skills and does not fit in
with the team. Another partner, Shirley Schmidari@ice Bergman), tells Jerry that
partners are expected to be active socially inraéring in clients. Alan continues to
argue that Jerry deserves the partnership becéadigloe dedicated work he has put into
his job and states that it is unfair to deny Jéneyopportunity to join the partnership just
because he is awkward and different. Despitefalan’s efforts, Jerry does not get the
partnership. Shirley tells Jerry that though hagkvhad been thorough, it is not enough.
Jerry stews over her statement on his way out, plasees by a party celebrating his rival
who did receive a partnership election. Jerrygdhem and cuts bigger and bigger
pieces of cake, each time looking at Shirley arkahgsher if it is enough. When she tries
to answer him, he runs up to her and holds the kake to her throat and threatens to
kill her if he is not made partner. Alan helps&dm Jerry, saying that he does want to
see the most gifted legal mind he has ever knowrate his life wasted in jail over one
emotional outburst. Jerry agrees to let Shirleyf gdan will represent him. Once Jerry
is arrested, Shirley says to Alan, “I assume igsicto you now why we couldn’t make
Jerry partner.”

The final episode of the arc, “Helping Hands,” adestrates the depth of Jerry’s
disability. Alan tries to convince him that a pleargain is his best chance, but Jerry
refuses a plea because he fears that he will bames, telling Alan that his love of
practicing law is all he has. Alan sees that Jewyly real chance is to prove temporary

insanity, which he knows is not going to be ealdg. argues in court that it was unfair of
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the firm to lead Jerry to believe that he could enplrtner even though it is written in his
file that he was not partnership material, but thas not seem to be a compelling
enough argument. Then Alan consults a psycholagilstting to him all of Jerry’s
idiosyncracies and shares his performance filee @8ychologist responds that Jerry is a
“textbook case” of Asperger’'s Syndrome. Alan sbhargh Jerry what he has learned,
and Jerry reacts with relief, explaining, “I alwdyated that | couldn’t be normal. Turns
out, it's because I'm not.” Alan says that if Jegets an official diagnosis, he could use
it as a viable defense; but Jerry refuses, sayiagit his condition is made public, no one
will hire him. So Alan informs Shirley of the neypsvately and explains that Jerry is
covered by the Americans with Disabilities Act. eféfore, if the firm proceeds with the
litigation against him, the whole case will turtdran act of discrimination and Shirley
will lose. He proposes that if she dismisses tieges, he will get Jerry psychiatric
help; therefore, she does.

Jerry appears later in the season to say that ¢petting counseling to improve his
social skills and that he has started his own {itlvan the Incorrigible”). He returns at
various times in the following season seeking aglfiom Alan regarding cases Jerry
finds difficult. Then on the episode “Guantananyate Bay,” Jerry returns to Shirley
asking if he may come back to work for Crane, Poahel Schmidt, explaining that the
attorneys at her firm are much more socially adegn those on his staff. He puts it this
way:

Most often places, everybody’'s mired in their cotepsior BlackBerries,

on cell phones, even in the bathrooms. Most expésitake place by
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email, text message, or IM. It's become such goersonal universe.
Here, everyone isoin each other’s faces. | realize now it's quitegial
... . How joyous that you people actually knove @mother! Could it be
any more human? No matter where you look—one’srgat cow, you got
the funny one who salutes and does push-ups, thiretransvestite and
the girl who loves him, a dwarf who comes and gaes, how to begin to
explain Alan? Certainly, you can make room for taveyer who keeps
his hands on his thighs and purrs. And then tBereu, who's actually
considering rehiring a man who . . . held a sedratke knife to your
throat. Such compassion for forgiveness, that make the most human
of them all.

Shirley is moved by Jerry’s appeal, and she comdribe other senior partners to allow

him to return in light of his success.

In the final season, Jerry becomes eligible toenadktner again, but the partners
still have reservations about his social skills.tHe episode “Mad Cows,” the partners
call his office mate Katie (Tara Summers) for ameimiew expressing that they feel that
Jerry will never fit in with the group, and she &ies them for not accepting Jerry. She
tells them:

It's just, when | hear “who we’ll feel comfortabbeth,” it brings up ugly
overtones. When | look and see an old, white &stabent in this room
and hear terms like “fitting in,” it sounds a hiightening. Jerry Espenson

could quite bring something to this table that nbigdé lacking, better yet
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needed . . .. | was recruited to this firm witk trarious promises of
progressiveness and tolerance. It's a bit denmnglito see behind all the
talk the same old white boys’ club plans to do bess as usual! | smell
discrimination in the dusty air, and I'm not justr@yed; I'm a bit
appalled!

Her speech, however, is not well received. Théneas then call in Jerry for an
interview, and he asks them to accept him basddsovalues of “humility, graciousness,
compassion, all tempered with intelligence.” Hisgentation leaves a favorable impact,
and Jerry makes partner. At the series end, hentrex more intimate with Katie, and
they kiss in his final scene (“Last Call”).

Jerry’s most autistic behavior is seen in his mstips and phrases that exhibit
echolalia. Such stims include the already notaddacy to place his hands
conspicuously on his legs, a behavior shown throutihe series. In season two, Jerry
also constantly shouts, “Bingo!” to accentuate ®in his argument. This behavior does
not continue beyond this season, however, becausgsitherapist evidently works with
Jerry to quell it. During his first trial with Atg Jerry makes a mark after saying his
compulsive interjection and explains that he ig@tlowed eight “bingoes” a day (“Ivan
the Incorrigible”). In the next season, howeverry acquires new behaviors that persist
throughout the series. When he is nervous, heagguand in an effort to control the
squeaking, he hops. Sometimes, he makes a gromdiisg when he is anxious or
satisfied. In season four, his behaviors are naerbal than physical. He greets Katie

when she first enters his office with, “Hello! Weme!” Those two words become his
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greeting everywhere. In season four, he evenitusdsgnheis the guest
(“Thanksgiving”). Whenever Katie says “Brilliant!he immediately mimics her, using
an annoying falsetto voice and even imitating hetidh accent. After an attractive co-
worker catches him standing beneath mistletoe @& him, Jerry blurts out “LIPS!”
every time he sees her. He develops more stimpdnsist, such as popping his lips and
spinning in circles, sometimes even when he isvdehg a closing argument at a trial
(“Mad About You”).

On the other hand, though these odd behaviorallavery noticeable and single
Jerry out as being different, there is somethisg ehusual about them. One wonders if
“autistic” is the appropriate term for such behasioSelf-stimulating behavior usually
has a definite purpose to calm an autistic perddost of Jerry’s bizarre behaviors do
not seem to achieve this purpose, or any othergserfor that matter. Furthermore, Jerry
does not always seem to have control over themesoras they surprise even him. He
once discusses with Katie the possibility that hghtnalso have a mild case of Tourette’s
Syndrome (“Mad About You”). Perhaps that diagnasia more likely explanation for
behaviors such as these. Neverthelesd)8Mdiagnosis does not discuss the reason
behind “stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerjsswsperhaps autism could still be
seen as a viable reason behind Jerry’s atypica\befs.

Socialization is obviously a deficit for Jerryt was the major disabling feature
that cost Jerry his partnership the first time;rAtetes to Shirley when reviewing Jerry’s
file that Jerry does not play golf with other lawg@r go to parties or do anything else to

“schmooze” anyone: “He just does his job” (“The €anMan Can”). Even when Jerry’s
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social skills improve, he is only close to a fewopke, such as Alan and Katie. Still,
meaningful socialization is what Jerry very cleantgves, as can be seen in his
conversation quoted above with Shirley. Sociarnattion is something he strongly
desires to understand better. Once in the middietigal, while sharing a drink with
Alan, Jerry appears to be on the brink of teatseasays, “When | was in law school, my
dream wasn’t so much the big trial as . . . wedjuéss this. Having a drink at the end of
the day with co-counsel, battle-weary, rehashimgddy, discussing strategy, the whole
socialization of lawyering that . . . well, till mg I've never experienced. It's a rich
feeling, whatever it is.” Alan responds by callithgit feeling by its name, friendship
(“On the Ledge”).

Of course, Jerry’s lack of emotional reciprocgyclearly seen when he threatens
to take Shirley’s life. His attempts to improvetims department, unfortunately, are
usually failures. When he deviates from the steshdae of, “Hello! Welcome!” as his
greeting, he often acknowledges coworkers withitpidé¢s that do not apply. For
instance, in one episode he asks Alan how his jasidloing. When Alan responds that
he does not have a family, Jerry explains thatbistesies are not to be taken literally
(“Guise ‘n Dolls”). Jerry certainly has many pesixee interests and fascinations. The
most notable, as mentioned previously, is his @gein the law. Also in season two, he
appears to have a fascination with lizards. Inlfie Hands,” Jerry is holding a lizard
while consulting with Alan. Alan later calls itikdla, and in Jerry’s office the audience
sees that Jerry has multiple lizard paperweight&(i‘the Incorrigible”). However, that

particular fascination is never revisited in theestseasons. Jerry also has an interest in
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inanimate objects. In the first episode of sedhoge, he is discovered to have developed
a relationship with an inflatable doll. Jerry usies doll to practice socializing, giving it
the name “Patty” and imagining it with a persongaléll the while understanding that it is
not a real person. Nevertheless, the unusuahattasct clearly disturbs Alan, and he
does not see it as healthy (“Can’t We All Just &etung?”).

Certain other traits of Jerry might or might netddtributable to autism, but they
are outside “normal” behavior. He is very quickfended, which adds to his
immaturity. During Jerry’s “bingo” phase, as he&lalan are having a discussion, Alan
says “Bingo!” to show that he agreed with Jerryet,Yderry replies, “Are you making fun
of me? You said what | say. That's making fulan tries to justify himself by
quoting a lyric from the song “Bingo” (“Legal Deits”). Jerry displays similarly overly-
sensitive behavior when anyone mimics a componfensctrange behavior. Also,
sometimes Jerry’'s language is very literal. Ordan finds Jerry standing in his office
with his head against the wall. When Alan asksydehat he is doing, Jerry replies,

“I'm standing with my head up against a wall” andl wot say why until Alan asks him
directly (“Attack of the Xenophobes”). Jerry hateadency for Freudian slips that
usually seem to come out of nowhere but sometiaseBreud theorized, they reveal what
he is really thinking. For example, when interviegva psychologist who is “follically
challenged,” Jerry asks, “Will her memory come baldnean, back?” (“Lincoln”). Yet,
perhaps most notable of Jerry’'s secondary autistits is the fact that Jerry is very

immature. His moments of violence are indicativ’éhat, and when he is particularly
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annoyed with people he often calls them insultiagas, revealing a much younger state
of development and set of coping skills.

Behind the Scenes Perspectives

The most significant comments about Jerry Espeneare from the actor

himself. In a bonus feature on tBeston Legaseason three DVD, Christian Clemenson

reveals some of his perspectives on portrayinglmsacter:
| auditioned for the show five times before thikeroame up, and for one
reason or another, it wasn't the right role. Ewelywas aware that James
[Spader] and | have a long-standing friendship.iHgerally my oldest,
best friend in the world. He pushed heavily for tmée on the show, and
this role came up, and it was finally a really gdibd He [Jerry] was
described as an eccentric, brilliant lawyer, angs$ reading the script and
| thought, “I bet this guy has Asperger’s! You kndie’s socially
awkward, he’s brilliant, he has exhaustive knowkedg one specific area.
That sounds like Asperger’s to me.” And sure eimoug. eventually, they
did let me in on the secret that he had Aspergédifi&e to do tons of
research, and | started reading as much as | edaddt it. | never wanted
that this be an idealized portrait of someone Wiperger’s, that this
shows the actual pain and misery that is partaf {iie—part of their life,
not all of their life, but part of it. Part of they of reading every script is
to see what sort of oddities and quirks that Dadatly [the creator of the

show] will think of for Jerry, and it becomes almbke an Olympic event
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to see how many can be squeezed into one, singhesc . . One of my
favorite things about playing this character isititeractions with Alan.
Through Alan, he’s [Jerry] sort of been able to eomut of his shell to a
degree, and that’s been really a beautiful thinglay. Doing drama, it's
all about change, and when a character changes, ttirilling moment.

So many things about this job are just unbelievébime. Just the fact
that | had three episodes with my best, oldestdri@ the world, that was
enough, but then to win an Emmy on top of thas, @'ridiculous
abundance of riches that I'm . . . unbelievablyteftd for. It's just such a
wonderful, life-affirming experience ultimately, veh is what all great art
is about. (“Character Witness”)
It is significant that Clemenson recognized awtisharacteristics of Jerry from his first
read through of the script. It is also notewottiiigt he recognizes that negative aspects
are onlypart of the autistic experience and that he realizesatstic people do change.
It makes one wonder how much knowledge about awdistinAsperger’s Clemenson may
have had before taking this role.
The focal point of the show is the lawyers and hlogir lives affect each other.
The characters are predominately neurotypical geapb have a clearer understanding
than most neurotypical people about how peoplenardy interact. Not only do they
know the law, they know how to influence human kimig and emotion in a case’s favor.
In the office, one might consider these lawyerbddyper-social because they form

alliances and interact with each other, sometimesanipulative ways to get what they
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want. Jerry Espenson, perhaps, is meant to biéaHo breaks the pattern of the typical
attorneys of Crane, Poole, and Schmidt. He hamderstanding of the law but lacks the
interpersonal knowledge that they, so effectivelg affortlessly, wield. Jerry enjoys and
desires the “camaraderie” that the lawyers shareh® does not appreciate how self-
serving and manipulative they can be. He doesvaot to be a “cut-throat,” “bully”
lawyer like other attorneys. Alan Shore teaches thiat in order to be an accomplished
lawyer, one much take on such a persona (“Ilvarrberrigible”), but Jerry challenges
that reasoning. Even when Jerry attempts to imgath a devious persona, he
invariably reverts to his meek, autistic self, @ven Alan has to admit that Jerry is at his
best when he acts according to his true self (“&tndolls”).

Jerry’s character is significant because it is ofnielevision’s first genuine
attempts to portray someone with Asperger’s Syneroftill, Jerry is not a stereotype.
On the other hand, he may not present an enticelyrate impression of Asperger’s
Syndrome. Jerry’s immature outbursts may be t@meg&rated, and some of his
characteristics may not be truly consistent witlpérger’'s. One example is that Jerry
tells Alan that he is a human lie detector (“Onltkeelge”). Since autistic people
generally have trouble making eye contact and awally unable to read facial
expressions, it is extremely unlikely that mosistiat people, even those with
Asperger’s, are at all aware that someone is lying.

Community, 2009-present, Created by Dan Harmon
This show mostly focuses on Jeff Winger (Joel Mel{a former lawyer who

was disbarred when it was revealed that his lawegegas spurious. Seeking a quick
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and easy way to attain his desired educationatlatain he begins attending Greendale
Community College. In the pilot episode, Jeff tar study session, and a group of very
unusual people also attend, including: Britta Pé@Wlian Jacobs), an attractive, female
student; Annie Edison (Allison Brie), a very stuagsoyoung woman recovering from an
addiction to prescription drugs; Troy Barnes (Dan@lover), a high school football star
who lost his athletic scholarship by seriously rimjg himself in a foolish stunt; and Abed
Nadir (Danny Pudi), a fast-talker who keeps compathe group td’he Breakfast Club
and making other random pop culture referencesugdlh Jeff wavers in his dedication
to the eclectic study group, they stay togethex &snily throughout their college career.
Case Study: Abed Nadir, Performed by Danny Pudi

Abed is arguably the most popular character osthrees. The audience bonds to
him in part because of his endearing, recurringgosuch as performing rap songs
composed of Spanish gibberish (“Spanish 101”) antlasting a mock morning talk
show called “Troy and Abed in the Morning” (“Thei&ace of Illusion”). Nearly every
episode closes with a skit that runs during theditseusually featuring Abed and Troy.
Though this show has been faltering in ratings aftdy taking a hiatus in 2012, is
officially “on the bubble,” Abed just might be tleharacter who keeps that bubble from
popping.

Abed’s most autistic feature, his obsessive istarepopular culture, overlaps
with several other autistic traits. He constantiynpares his experiences and his
interactions to television and movies. For ins&mic the pilot episode, Jeff gives an

inspiring speech to promote unity in the study granostly to showcase his leadership
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qualities to Britta. Yet almost immediately, whaesrealizes that Britta is not impressed,
Jeff retracts his speech. Abed responds, “You knalought you were like Bill Murray
in any of his films, but you're more like MichaebDglas in any of his films!” The show
often uses Abed’s humor as a meta-narrative. Aleedhs to be the only character who
realizes he is on a television show and is, theeefable to break the fourth wall and to
give commentary abo@ommunityitself.

More importantly however, Abed uses his consider&howledge of pop culture
for another specific purpose: to connect with pe@pid to understand the world around
him. One especially complex episode in seasontdteg] “Contemporary American
Poultry,” demonstrates this aspect of Abed’s charaery well. The study group
hatches a scheme for Abed to work in the schoeitesah in order to reserve for them the
cafeteria’s most popular, coveted food, chickegdns. Abed first imagines himself as
the protagonist in a mafia movie and devises arcate distribution system to give out
chicken fingers to everyone in the school in exdeafor favors. Jeff then tells Abed that
the situation is out of control and to stop theimafovie. However, Abed replies, “I'm
not doing a mafia movie. In fact, | don’'t needus®e movies or TV shows to talk to
people anymore. Before, | only needed them bechesday-to-day world made no
sense to me, but now everyone’s speaking the samgeidge, chicken. | understand
people, and they finally understand me.” EvenyyaHough, Abed’s system falls apart
when the school population tires of chicken fingefghat most upsets Abed at this point
is that he, suddenly, is socially estranged froergane again. He tells Jeff, “Everyone

else needs my help. That's what people don'tg#tat . . . they need to get me. | just
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need to be able to connect to people like you @ad,then | can make everyone happy.”
So he returns to his pop culture coping mechanidtred’s interest in pop culture also
demonstrates his desire for structure and rolest d? the reason he looks at life as
though it was a television show is that he realighas life would be like a television
show. In one episode, Jeff yells at him to reatis life is nothing like television. Abed
answers, “I can tell life from TV, Jeff. TV maksense. It has structure, logic, rules, and
likable leading men. In life, we have this. Werdgou” (“Anthropology 101").

Abed usually has a vacant expression, as if B&rng out into space. The other
characters often notice it as well. For instamd®&n they are gathered to hold a surprise
birthday party for Abed, Annie urges the othergugi imagine the look on his face when
the party begins; another student notes that sa@xpression is not difficult to imagine
because Abed’s countenance is always the samei€alfrilm Studies”). Yet,
sometimes Abed is able to make eye contact. Aesiteseason one consists of the
members in the study group just looking at eackerotiNot only is Abed excellent at eye
contact in this scene, but every time a characestsnhis gaze, he grins and wiggles his
eyebrows (“Romantic Expressionism”).

Abed is very likeable, and his universe of friergiairly large. However, Abed
is not involved in a romantic relationship becahsainaccustomed to approaching
women in an amorous way. Instead, Abed is dedidatdis friendship with the study
group, especially Troy. He would do anything tefxehat friendship going, including

modifying his personality. He explains it to thegp like this:
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Everybody wants me to be happy. Everybody wanketp me. But
usually when they find out they can't, they gestrated and stop talking
to me, or they trick me into buying them ice creama then shove me in a
clothes dryer, which | didn’t want to happen witbuyguys, so | wanted to
make sure you felt you could help me. The truthois of girls like me,
because, let’s face it, I'm pretty adorable, andatopfness unconsciously
reminds them of their fathers. So, I'm more usethem approaching me
.. .. That's why | was willing to change for yguys, because when you
really know who you are and what you like aboutrgelf, changing for
other people isn’t such a big deal. (“Physical Edion”)
Yet some of what Abed does for the group gets hiim trouble, and sometimes his
behavior is socially inappropriate in the interglstmaintaining his friendships. For
example, when Abed notices that he is having midfstdty understanding the female
members of the study group, he studies them byikgepjournal to track their behavior.
He notices that there is a definite change in themen’s behavioral pattern during certain
periods of the month, and then it occurs to him wiith this epiphany, he continues
keeping the journal, only this time noting thoseds of the month in order to
compensate by modifying his own behavior. Whenitbhenen discover what he is
doing, they feel violated, disgusted, and angryo@erative Calligraphy”).
In another instance, these same young women ergmiaed to note all the
physical flaws of certain other girls whom theygmve to be their rivals. Abed is not

sure about this request because he has been thagfdcusing on another’s
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imperfections is rude, but his friends reassure thiat such behavior is acceptable when
it is done to “bad girls.” So Abed continues teutft these rivals because he knows that
the women in his study group enjoy it. Yet whereAmotices that his friends toss out
the same kinds of insults about girls who are tstt@ngers, he decides that his friends
are cruel and insults them as well. The behawaomes overwhelming, and Abed ends
up more alienated than ever. He allows his advieisto criticize him with a particular
insult, “You don't have feelings . . . you [actedkindly] to fit in, and no matter how
hard you try, you never will.” He acknowledgedits friends that the statement had a lot
of truth to it, and he stops (“Aerodynamics of Geriyl

Abed’s social and emotional reciprocity is betteart most of the other autistic
characters in this study. He understands the gjumlyp very well because he analyzes
them as he would television characters and carraisty predict their behavior. This
becomes evident when he posts short films onlioeiedhe study group that depict actual
scenarios they experience long before they expegithrem, causing his friends to
wonder if he has psychic abilities (“Debate 109Y)et there are other instances involving
social and emotional reciprocity where Abed falte@ne episode in season two takes
place entirely in the study room as the group $esrdor a missing pen. Abed identifies
this installment by television terminology, a “betepisode,” in which all the action
happens on one set. Abed expresses his discoofifoging in such a situation by saying
that he feels “entombed alive in a mausoleum dfrfge | can neither understand nor

reciprocate” (“Cooperative Calligraphy”), a statetnehich shows he actually has
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trouble connecting with his friends because he ado¢slways understand their
emotions.

In addition, there are some aspects of social etiguAbed fails to follow. In one
episode, Troy, who is African American, takes adaga of Abed’s misunderstanding of
sarcasm and tells Abed that he is related to Batdama. Abed believes him and
repeats this information to his other friends. Emassed, Troy explains to Abed that he
was “messing with” him. In response, Abed condact&laborate ruse to convince Troy
that he is, in fact, an alien from outer spacduitiog writing in a fabricated language
and running around campus making strange noisesy dbes not fall for Abed’s act, but
Abed’s behavior does disturb Troy, and he asks Abexop. Abed, however, argues,
“But this is what friends do.” Troy answers, “Fraraw on, Abed, frienddon’t mess
with each other” (“Advanced Criminal Law”).

Abed possesses a few other behaviors that migtiaksified as autistic. He does
not have many communication issues, except foutiusual speed of his delivery and
the repeated use of his catchphrase, saying the ‘@ool” three to five times, which
could perhaps be interpreted as echolalia. Tlsevee instance where he may have
demonstrated hyperlexia. Abed is Muslim, but tdenstand another student’s devotion
to Christianity, he reads the entire New Testanrenne sitting (“Messianic Myths and
Ancient Peoples”). Abed’s behavior is generallitdibh for his age, but this
developmentally delayed behavior is also encourdégdus friends, especially Troy.

Finally, it is very clear that Abed has a vivid igi@ation. The second season’s

Christmas episode is told entirely from Abed’s pahview, and it mimics exactly the
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whimsical, classic, stop-motion Christmas spedgl®ankin and Bass. The reason for
the animation is that it is comforting to Abed, wdtelves into his imagination as a
coping mechanism when he learns that his estramgéider is not coming to visit him
for Christmas (“Abed’s Uncontrollable Christmas™hroughout the third season, when
Abed gets his own off-campus apartment, anothenaté that demonstrates his vivid
imagination is introduced. There is an empty roorhis apartment which has walls,
ceiling, and floor that are black with an orangel gexactly like the Holodeck from the
latter Star Trekseries appeared when it was not in use. Abed, Yenyealls it “the
Dreamatorium,” and he and his roommate Troy go tiné& room to reenact scenes from
their favorite television shows.

Diagnosis Status

The show’s position on whether or not Abed issigtihas been rather
inconsistent, but it seemed to be rather clednerfitst season. In the pilot episode, after
Abed compares Jeff to Michael Douglas, Jeff snaek lat him, “Yeah? Well, you have
Asperger’s!” Annie gasps in horror, but Troy immnay giggles at the offensive-
sounding name. Abed meanwhile whispers, “What do&tsmean?”, indicating that he
is officially undiagnosed. However, the assumptiwet Abed has Asperger’'s Syndrome
persists throughout this season. Abed directs\aarabout his parents’ divorce, and the
implication seems to be that his mother left beeasle could not bond with Abed
because of his disability (“Introduction to Film”)Later in the season, Abed’s diagnosis
is again hinted. Annie exclaims, “This is so romnanlt’s just like The Noteboolexcept

instead of Alzheimer’s, Abed has (another charadesrs her throat, Annie ends
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bashfully) someone who likes him” (“Physical Edueat). In this quotation, one can
assume that she is about to say “Asperger’s” bahgbs her mind to keep from
offending another character.

Yet in later seasons, the characters retracirtipsication. In season two, Abed is
identified by a narrator as “undiagnosable” (“Adead Dungeons and Dragons”). In
season three, in order to obtain a partnership Bomeone in the study group, Abed tells
his assigned lab partner thatrheghthave a developmental disorder. Meanwhile, Jeff
tells his assigned lab partner thatdoeshave a developmental disorder and mimics
Abed’s mannerisms (“Competitive Ecology”). Laterthe season, Britta discovers in a
profile for her psychology class that one membehefgroup is psychologically
unbalanced. Yet, Jeff points out that she entdre&cantron sheets for the test upside
down, which reveals that everyone in the groupsamne except for one person. Itis
revealed in the episode’s conclusion that the ane snember of the study group is Abed
(“Horror Fiction in Seven Spooky Steps”). This ntegve been intended to be a
respectful comment about autism.

Abed himself has made some significant commemarding his pending
diagnosis. One statement appears in a scene dsatwy from the show that aired but is
available in the extended version on the seasorbdi® While drunk, Abed
announces, “I am a Newton in a world of fantasyn high functioning”
(“Communication Studies”). High-functioning iserm often applied to Asperger’s
Syndrome or other verbal disorders on the autismetspm. It is also worth noting that

Sir Isaac Newton has been speculated to be orpdatram, though such a comment will
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never be conclusive since it is posthumous. Abgghtibe implying in this quotation
that he has been diagnosed with an autism spechisorder. On the other hand, in
season three while rapping he says of himself, tf@@nspectrum, none of your business”
(“Regional Holiday Music”).

Behind the Scenes Perspectives
Dan Harmon, the creator of the show, is rathearcout his intention for
Abed’s function in this situation comedy. He ddéses his objective in the DVD
commentary for the pilot episode:
| would say he is like Mr. Spock or like Data .he serves that same
purpose, but . . . he does so much more in thatwiio he is. He’s such a
complete character, not that those guys were naiyrway, but those
guys were amazing, but he really serves that agrehnothing like him
on television . . . . Abed in this pilot, he’s ttlearacter that's most excited
about the pilot, and the reason he’s excited alb@asibecause he’s never
been able to function as a member of a family b&eau . all he knows is
media. So really what it is is, Abed’s sort ofdike’s, | don’t know, you
almost want to call it “playing dumb” in these earistages. As he starts
to reveal more and more about himself, get morefadable with people,
he starts to reveal that he’s like Snoopy in “PéaiuHe has this other
worldly power because he’s so on the ball in ddfer internal ways.
Harmon also admits that Abed is in part based @abperson who he knows. Harmon

describes this person during the commentary forvedded Criminal Law,” especially
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concerning how this individual believes anything$i&old, even if the information is
ludicrous. This person was so close to Abed’'s@ekty that he even tried out for
Abed’s part. It is possible that this real persoan the spectrum.

However, when directly discussing Abed’s potentigbrder, Harmon becomes a
bit more evasive, noting during the commentary‘Rirysical Education”:
I’'m not saying that anybody on this show as a dttardas diagnosable
with any particular condition, but | am proud oétfact that there is a
certain community of people who do have a certavetbpmental
disability who watch the show and who love Abedvfery specific
reasons, and the thing they like about him is lieéd not R2-D2. He’s not
to be pitied. He’s ... adorable. He’s, in hignowvay, flawed but also . . .
the coolest guy in the room in a lot of ways thatuses him a lot of
problems in other ways. I'm really, really happwt that particular group
of people watch [sic] the show that closely andhtdees with the
character . . .. Abed’s a very unique guy no natteat. He’s not going
to follow some list of symptoms of anything.
This curious statement does not say if Abed isstiator not, though it seems to suggest
that he is not. It is also unclear to which grétgyrmon is referring, though one would
assume he means the autism community, perhapdisakégito people on the higher end
of the spectrum. Yet Harmon’s statement still esusne to wonder: if Abed is not
autistic, what statement did the writers try to sl suggesting this possibility in the

pilot? Much like Sheldon Cooper’s case, howewvesightful comments expressed in the
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autism community (and perhaps beyond that), pdatiltuin comments on social media
websites, demonstrate that the small but devotdeace of this show remain largely
convinced that Abed is autistic. Evidently, thesqistence has led Harmon to wonder if
even he, himself, may be autistic, which he illatgs when he jokes about the possibility
in his DVD commentary of “Abed’s Uncontrollable @tmas.” Abed is significant
because he is more likeable than some other autiséiracters in this study. He
demonstrates that autistic people can be worthveoitlepanions and can make
significant contributions to a group. He has adtesome very profound messages
regarding autism in his performance.

Monk, 2003-09, Created by Andy Breckman

Monkis a mystery series with a lot of back-story tisa¢s$sential to understanding
the narrative. Adrian Monk (Tony Shalhoub) is kmoas the most brilliant detective in
the history of San Francisco. When his wife Trugs killed with a car bomb, Adrian,
who was already psychologically delicate, had ames breakdown. As a result of his
mental problems, Monk lost his badge, and he wasmotionally able to leave his
house for three years. Police Captain Leland I8toetyer (Ted Levine) was worried
about his friend and sent a nurse named SharonariggBitty Schram) to care for
Monk, and she eventually convinces Monk to stantkimg again as a police consultant.
Monk is still psychologically fragile, and he hasveloped numerous phobias, but his
keen observation skills help close seemingly imfis€ases. Monk has two goals he
wants to achieve: to get reinstated to the pobceef and to solve Trudy’s murder.

Halfway through season three, Sharona moves awdylMank hires Natalie Teeger
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(Traylor Howard) in her place. Natalie is not asey but she is widowed and can,
therefore, empathize with Monk. Monk’s symptoms pervasive and profound, perhaps
more so than any other character under discus&ian That is perhaps because his
character is intended to have a disability, andalkethat he has a disability, in part,
drives the narrative. Furthermore, since this slseonsidered to be a comedy, it could
be that Monk’s “abnormal traits” are over-emphagizeorder to be comedic. Monk’s
intended disability is not an autism spectrum disorbut many traits of autism are
definitely displayed.
Case Study: Adrian Monk, Performed by Tony Shalhoub

As a general rule, Monk does have good eye coriatsometimes he has been
reprimanded for having poor eye contact (“Mr. Manid the Other Woman”). His eye
contact is worst when he sees something that tisggee of his many phobias. For
instance, when he goes to Las Vegas, he has trqubktioning a showgirl because of a
fear of nudity. He either turns away or lookshet teiling while addressing her, and
when she demands that he make eye contact withhigirshields his eyes so that he can
only see her face (“Mr. Monk Goes to Vegas”). Matgo displays an inexpressive
facial expression, but the explanation given fag ttemeanor is Monk’s inability to
overcome the grief that has overwhelmed him aftedy's death.

Monk is not always good at discerning non-verhedsc For instance, once while
shopping together at a store, Natalie, with hedkduall of grocery bags, stands at the
door and looks at Monk as though asking him to dperdoor for her. Monk does not

understand, so she struggles to open the doorrgglh€¢'Mr. Monk Gets Cabin Fever”).
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On the other hand, sometimes Monk has a remarkaliey to read facial expressions,
but those times seem to be rare moments of intuitiat even he cannot explain. For
instance, as Monk and Sharona are listening tot@nview with a baseball player who
had dated the murder victim in the case they werestigating, even though the
discussion was only about the baseball playerietithperformance, Monk whispers to
Sharona, “He loved her.” When Sharona asks howobtl tell, Monk just shrugs (“Mr.
Monk Goes to the Ballgame”). Most of the time, leer, Monk gathers his information
by regarding inanimate objects at the crime scene.

Monk clearly has social deficits and does not ko to socialize, though he
deeply desires friendship and acceptance. Asld, dfionk bought all the records of the
most popular music artists, but since his family ot have a record player, he never
listened to them. He bought the albums just hoporitit in” (“Mr. Monk and the Three
Pies”). Apparently, it was only through great toré that his wife found him, and Monk
still is baffled that she chose him because shenmash more social than he (“Mr. Monk
and the Class Reunion”). Sometimes Monk realBsttdo connect with people in order to
make friends, such as in the episode “Mr. Monk Godke Office.” In this episode,
Monk works undercover at an office because the ahémbe a “drone” like “everybody
else” excites him. Monk takes on extra jobs anglylwiork, and he is quickly liked by
his co-workers for doing jobs that no one else wamido. He goes with them to lunch
and talks and laughs with them, feeling beside &lfikat he has “a gang.” However,

their friendship suddenly cools when Monk’s idiossasies become manifest. His co-
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workers begin to reject him, and Monk hears thegglgig behind his back as he leaves
the office for the last time.

Though his ability to associate with his peensvésmk, probably Monk’s greatest
social deficit is his lack of social and emotioretiprocity. The show keeps coming
back to Monk’s struggle with empathy. The firstsggle that really delves into this topic
is “Mr. Monk Goes to the Circus.” Sharona confesgeMonk that she is afraid of
elephants, and he laughs at her and tells hewiks up.” Sharona is tremendously
offended at this comment, telling him, “You haveukands of phobias and quirks that |
have to deal with every single day, and | am alvtagse for you . . . and now | just have
one tiny, little problem, and you have the nervéestbme to suck it up? Don’t you have
any compassion? You're the most selfish, incomatéeman | have ever met.” Though
Monk tries to apologize in several ways, Sharoranet accept his apologies and
refuses to cooperate with him. Monk fails to sdwy whe is upset, as demonstrated by
this session with his psychologist Dr. Kroger ($griKamel):

Monk: She’s still not talking to me. She says hdget it.

Dr. Kroger: Well, | think maybe she’s right.

Monk: What don’t I get? | don’t understand.

Dr. Kroger: | can't tell you that.

Monk: You mean . . . you know, but you won't telefh

Dr. Kroger: Adrian, you're going to have to figutes one out for

yourself.
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Monk: I'm sorry; | want to make sure | understahit | have a problem.
You know the answer.
Dr. Kroger: That's right.
Monk: And I'm paying you.
Dr. Kroger: That's right.
Monk: But you won't tell me.
Dr. Kroger: That's right. Adrian, the answer isithe you.
Monk: No, doctor, the answer is insigeu If you told me, | would hear
it, and then the answer would be insmée
Just after the appointment, Monk tells Sharona'stedhelp his mother, saying, “Let’s
give her a break.” Sharona is very impressed thigh and tells him, “That was empathy.
That means you're thinking about how | felt. Intkiyou're getting it.” When Monk
understands this, he works to comfort her and helgsire her fear of elephants. In fact,
by the end of the episode, Sharona starts wondérivignk is becoming too empathetic.
However, Monk still has difficulty with empathy wh he meets Natalie. In “Mr.
Monk Gets Stuck in Traffic,” they are in a minoregk, Natalie hurt her wrist, but Monk
loudly moans and complains that the pen in his pbbkoke and is staining his shirt.
They have a similar conversation later in the eggso
Monk: Why didn’t you tell me you were hurt? . .You know, | would've
found a doctor for you.
Natalie: Mr. Monk, you didn’'t even ask how | wa$ didn’t even occur to

you. All you cared about was a stupid ink stairnyoar shirt!
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Monk: | was busy. |talked to the patrolman.

Natalie: I'm sure you were talking because | knaw yveren't listening.

You never listen to anyone. You're just lost iuyown world. Mr.

Monk, this is a dangerous job. What if | am everaal trouble? Are you

going be there for me?

Monk: I'll be there.

Natalie: See, | don't believe you. It's a two-wstyeet, Mr. Monk. We

have to look out for each other.

Monk: I'll be there.
And he proves it. When Natalie is in danger, loe$ahis fears to save her. When she
asks him how he managed to do that, he only ansiViex®-way street.” Yet the way
Monk continues to treat Natalie suggests that les dot really understand empathy.
Though Natalie is Monk’s assistant, he treats harentike his slave. He expects her to
see to all his needs, and he also has her carrytbirey. In fact, Monk gives little
thought to Natalie’s immense contribution to thmartnership. Natalie, however, rarely
complains and allows Monk’s mistreatment.

The last major episode that deals with Monk’sidifity with empathy is “Mr.

Monk on Wheels.” Natalie feels guilty for lettigbicycle thief go free, so she asks
Monk to help her catch him. When Monk refusesjrggathat he has “some dignity left,”
Natalie tells him that she is “cashing in” her “kex chips” for all the personal favors she
has done for him. On the rounds to find this thiébnk gets shot in the leg and blames

Natalie for his injury. She agrees to help himle/ie is wheelchair bound. She asks if
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he is hungry for anything, and he replies that het® “a nice, big bowl of karma chips
with some guacamole.” He works Natalie to exhamstand whenever she says she is
getting too tired to help him anymore, he acts awene pitiful. Stottlemeyer lectures
Monk that if he continues to take out all his pamNatalie, she will quit. Yet it is not
until Natalie is in her worst state, when she isiptetely devoid of energy, that Monk
realizes what he is doing to her. He apologizesamks Natalie to hold out her hands.
When she does, he mimics putting something in had$ saying he is giving her back
all her karma chips. Yet, he admits that the agyleas a difficult sacrifice for him to
make. At the end of the episode, when he is antigdshot in the other leg, Monk keeps
asking Natalie for chips, as though he has realyrled nothing at all.

Monk also has deficits in communication and hasagdifficulty initiating
conversations. Sometimes when he wants to tgleople, he relies on note cards that he
has collected regarding various topics. Usudflg,riotes written on those cards are
statistics that are really common knowledge (“MiorM Goes to the Office”). Monk
usually has trouble being assertive. If someoresmt wish to continue talking to him,
even if what Monk has to say regards an imporigpitt such as a raise, he considers the
conversation over and leaves. Natalie usuallytdg@sill him back to try again (“Mr.
Monk and the Big Reward”). He sometimes repeatsshlf when he is very agitated or
upset, and sometimes he parrots other people.

Perhaps as far as communication is concerned, Markatest deficit is his
inability to grasp humor. One case involved agddhock jock” disk jockey who

interviews Monk on the air. Monk does not underdtthat the disk jockey and all his
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cohorts are mocking him. Monk later tells Natahat he could never understand humor,
saying, “It's like a blind spot. It's like everydy else in the world can speak another
language that | can never learn” (“Mr. Monk is @ fAir”). Similarly, Monk often has
a problem understanding when people are spealgagdtfively:

Stottlemeyer: Don’t you ever get tired of beinghii?)
Monk: | do feel tired, more fatigued, really. Irdbknow if it's from
being right.
Stottlemeyer: It was a rhetorical question, Morikir( Monk and the
Election”)
Because of his disorder, Monk has many ritualssinct patterns of behavior.
His areas of intense interest probably contribatkei$ wealth of knowledge. Some of
Monk’s interests include: his wife, rocks (part@ty rock tumbling), Willie Nelson, and
anything associated with his fear of germs. Onsogle focuses on a fascination that
Monk has had from his youth, an interest in a Bitcom calledThe Cooper ClanHe
becomes tremendously excited when one of the altioks from the show releases a
“tell-all” book. When the same actor receives tdhteats, Monk agrees to protect her,
but he has trouble separating the real person frencharacter. When he reads the book
and sees how dysfunctional she is in real lifesrebsolutely devastated, and he learns to
get past his fascination (“Mr. Monk’s Favorite SHpw
Monk engages in several ritualistic behaviorstipalarly when he is at home.
He habitually stays up late and cleans in a sgewaily. When Stottlemeyer stays with

Monk, he realizes how exact Monk is about his spadger Stottlemeyer vacuums the
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living room, Monk vacuums it again. Monk explathat the lines that the vacuum
cleaner left on the carpet when Stottlemeyer vaaduiare diagonal; Monk prefers them
to be straight. In the same episode, Stottlemlegeps pushing the coffee table so that it
is straight, but each time Monk moves it back igariginal place (“Mr. Monk and the
Very, Very Old Man”). Monk also has difficulty witchange. In one episode, he says,
“I have no problem with change. | just don't liteebe there when it happens” (“Mr.
Monk and the Other Woman”). Once when Monk breakamnp, he has to buy another
one exactly like it, as well as three backups (“Monk and the Billionaire Mugger”).

He also strictly adheres to rules, for instanckisiag to ride with a taxi driver who has
an expired inspection sticker, even when the digwemises he will have it renewed the
following day (“Mr. Monk and the Big Reward”).

Monk displays a number of stims throughout théesemost of which involve
cleaning or straightening objects, and he ofteches lamps and poles. Monk actually
uses one stim to his advantage while he worksheAimvestigates a crime scene, he
slowly walks around the space and spreads his harfdmt of him. Somehow by doing
this, he is able to make observations more easly explains on a documentary that
sometimes he does not even realize that he isighds hands in that peculiar way, but
it helps him block out distractions (“Mr. Monk’s @ Case”). Monk is, of course,
tremendously intelligent, and it is that intelligenthat makes him so good at his job. His
memory is nothing short of amazing, but it seemisetonore than an eidetic memory; he

cannot forget anything. He can remember everyharpasses him on the highway
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(“Mr. Monk Gets Stuck in Traffic”) and every persbe has ever met (“Mr. Monk is Up
All Night”).

Monk displays several other traits often assodiatgh autism, including a
hypersensitivity to stimuli. His skin is so sengtto touch that when someone writes on
a paper placed against his back, he can tell wiagatperson wrote (“Mr. Monk and the
Class Reunion”). Many of his phobias and rituaés/rhe associated with stimuli
sensitivity. For instance, his obsession with mlie&ss is challenged when the San
Francisco garbage workers go on strike. Monk ebilanto do his detective work
effectively because the stench of the trash gredtdcts his concentration (“Mr. Monk
and the Garbage Strike”). One of Monk’s odd beti@vis that he separates his food
onto separate plates, presumably because he dasmdie the textures or tastes of the
food when they mix together. Additionally, Monkedohave some physical limitations.
He cannot drive; when he tries to drive, he runar&ma’s car into a pole (“Mr. Monk
Goes to the Carnival”). He has problems with fimetor skills, but he is a perfectionist.
Therefore, he does many simple tasks, such aswyhis name, extremely slowly and
starts over if he makes the smallest mistake.

Diagnosis Status and Behind the Scenes Perspectives

The show advertised while it was running that AdriMonk had Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder (OCD). For example, the jackethe season three DVD reads
“Obsessive. Compulsive. Detective.” Andy Brecknaawal the writers work with that
perspective in mind as well, judging from their D¥&atures. OCD, however, does not

explain Monk’s social or communication deficits fact, in one episode in which Monk
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is prescribed medication to treat his obsessiveptdsive behaviors, he still is unable to
connect with anyone socially, even though he bebew the contrary, which clearly
indicates that Monk’s condition is more than OCM( Monk Takes His Medicine”).
Since obsessive compulsive behavior is part ofudisra diagnosis, an autism spectrum
disorder better accounts for the total behavigpldiged by Monk.

On the show, however, the matter of diagnosisftsopen. There are a few hints
about Monk’s condition, but no character ever ghgectly that Monk has OCD. In the
pilot episode, when asked what is wrong with MdBkarona replies, “It's a form of
anxiety disorder. A severe case like this is Uguabgered by a single, traumatic
incident.” Itis true that OCD is classified asanxiety disorder and autism is a
developmental disorder. However, as the show ooa$, we learn that Monk has had
these tendencies all his life, and Trudy’s deatdertaem worse. A little later in season
one, an observer notes that Monk has “classic sha@sompulsive tendencies.”
Sharona confirms that to a degree by saying, “Hmlwydu know that?” (“Mr. Monk and
the Other Woman”). Sitill, that is an observatidmis tendencies, not a suggestion of a
diagnosis; it is not clear if this outsider stabgighat opinion when she gets to know
Monk better. On the series’ one-hundredth episaggart of a documentary about
Monk, his rival Harold Krenshaw is interviewed, amtitle comes on the screen that
identifies Krenshaw as a “Fellow OCD Patient” (“NMonk’s 100" Case”). However,
this could mean that Harold has OCD, not necegdslidink; they were fellow patients
because they temporarily shared a therapist., 8tilbne on the show overtly states that

Monk has OCD, not his assistants, not his friends his therapists, not even Monk
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himself. The most Monk says about his disordéissmantra throughout the series, “It is
a gift and a curse.” That can describe most amgual condition, but it is certainly very
true for autism.

There is one episode, however, which strongly esklrs the question as to
whether Monk’s condition constitutes a disabilitp. “Mr. Monk and the Missing
Granny,” a law student hires Monk promising hinged him reinstated to the police
department in lieu of payment. She tells Monk #dbhe must do is sue the police
department for discrimination according to the Aiceens with Disabilities Act and take
a test to prove he has all of his faculties. Sbimgtabout this troubles Monk greatly,
and after hearing the plan, he turns to Sharonasks, “Am | disabled?” However,
when he takes the test, Monk’s perfectionism athlpms with fine motor skills prevent
him from even filling in the first bubble on thesaver sheet. Stottlemeyer says that he
believes Monk failed the test on purpose becausiceot desire to get his badge back
with a technicality. This situation could be readnany ways, but perhaps Monk does
not recognize himself as disabled. It seems odtdMonk is uncomfortable seeing
himself as disabled because he does not like frebeeived as “normal.” For instance,
Natalie once says to him, “You're only human,” dresharply replies, “There’s no need
for name calling!” (“Mr. Monk and His Biggest Fan”)The former scene could be a
negative comment about disability, or it might be triters’ way of saying that
disability is not the main focus of the show. Alaate, it does seem to contribute to the

way the audience regards Monk’s disorder.
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Tony Shalhoub’s interpretation of Monk sounds nlike a description of autism
or Asperger’s Syndrome than OCD:
| was drawn to this idea that he’s heroic but m&sinvulnerable. A lot
of heroes in movies and television . . . make nssteps. They can handle
any situation. They’re good at everything. Theygood at shooting and
fighting and romance and all these other thingad Aust, | was attracted
to this part because there are so many thingsvtbak isn’t good at
outside of his job. He’s not socially adept. Hiaisd of out of it, really,
when it comes . . . to pop culture, and he’s batiend incapacitated by
sometimes the smallest things.
The thing that | think most drew me to this chagagtas that Monk is
always having to do two or three things at once’shrying to read a
room or a crime scene, but he’s preoccupied withetbing that might
have happened to him earlier in the day or somgtimithe room that’s
off-kilter or something that he . . . has to loalaad has to deal with but
that he just might have a phobia about. He’s gahany difficulties. His
problems are also his strength. His weaknessgsaaref what makes
him so good at what he does. It's interesting timaét a couple of . ..
real-life detectives who say that a lot of peoplewgo into that line of
work do have these kinds of tendencies. Theydagtavitate toward this
profession because . . . it's all in the detatls &ll in what you see when

you enter a room or a crime scene. And you’d bazau at how much, so
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many of us are like this to varying degrees. Wadlyalidn't, at least |
didn’t, think of that when we were putting thisrtgitogether. So it was
sort of a happy accident. (“Monk Character Profile

According to Shalhoub’s assessment, many policeanereccentric and different, like
Monk, and they are, perhaps, better for it, whicallenge’s an expert’s opinion which
will be discussed in the following chapter. Thesenments also suggest that everyone
has tendencies like these to some degree. The ashoourages the audience to embrace

that unusual side of Monk, to look beyond the csifehis condition and see the gifts.



106
CHAPTER 4

‘I Can’t Just Turn it On and Off Like a Tap.”: Astn on Television, Drama

Bones, 2005-present, Created by Hart Hanson

Bonesis a mystery series about a team of researchmarstfie Jeffersonian in
Washington, D.C., a museum with a forensics departiwhich aids the FBI in solving
murders. The team of investigators is headed nBic anthropologist Dr. Temperance
Brennan (Emily Deschanel), whose specialty is drgng a victim’s identity and other
vital information about a crime by solely examinsigletal remains. Brennan'’s FBI
partner, Agent Seeley Booth (David Boreanaz), nally held a somewhat cynical
impression of the investigative methods employe®hyBrennan and her team. He calls
Dr. Brennan “Bones” (hence the title of the serl@s}ause of her area of expertise, and
he refers to her fellow researchers as “squintgjttvcalls to mind the way that they
scrutinize every detail while inspecting evidendée team includes Dr. Camille “Cam”
Saroyan (Tamara Taylor), a coroner who managete#m; Dr. Jack Hodgins (TJ
Thyne), the “bug and slime guy” who analyzes pafétes on the remains; and Angela
Montenegro (Michaela Conlin), who composes sketdfi¢ise victims and designs and
runs computer programs positing scenarios of timecr Brennan also has an intern to
assist her; in the first three seasons that posisitield by Zack Addy (Eric Millegan). In
season three, FBI psychologist Dr. Lance Sweetsafban Francis Daley) is added, who
joins to research Booth and Brennan’s unique kaiatiip as partners but also to add his

psychological interpretations of cases. Likee Big Bang Theoryt can be argued that
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several characters Boneshave enough defining characteristics to be consttlpart of
the autism spectrum. This study will focus on t¥dhese characters.

Case Study: Dr. Temperance Brennan, Performed by Eity Deschanel

Several times during the series, Dr. Brennan noeesocial difficulties. Even in
the pilot episode, she says, “I'm good with bones lusy with people.” She finds a
kind of comfort in her work because although pe@ptedeceptive and often difficult to
understand, bones always reveal truth to Brenhost of the time, Brennan has a
matter-of-fact tone and a flat expression. Her@ymtact is good, except when she is
working; then she tends to focus only on the resmaiaven though she regularly makes
good eye contact, Brennan admits not understaridengationale behind eye contact
until she took this job. In one episode, she ®Bdsth that he taught her the importance
of eye contact (“The Beginning of the End”). HowevBrennan does not believe the
adage that “the eyes are the windows to the sAllgerson of interest once expressed in
an interview that he saw a longing in the victire}es before she died; Brennan’s
immediate, matter-of-fact response is, “It's a miytat a person’s intentions and desires
can be seen in the eyes” (“The Doctor in the Photo”

One scene in particular demonstrates Brennan'&wesa in reading non-verbal
cues. Brennan’s intern expresses frustrationgridiiure to notice a key piece of
evidence. Cam makes eye contact with Brennanweitila nod, gestures toward the
intern. Somewhat confused, Brennan says, “Non’t ¢eelieve you missed that either.”
Cam explains to her, later, that she was expe@megnan to encourage the young intern;

Brennan only replies, “Then you should’'ve said Booth says | stink at non-verbal
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communication” (“Fire in the Ice”). Dr. Brennanwes Booth and Sweets for their
ability to read body language and, subsequentiyr #bility to know when people are
lying. She once asks Sweets to teach her howderatand people in this insightful way,
but their session only proves how poor Bones reading facial expressions (“The
Bones that Foam”).

Brennan does not have many friends. The peopteam closest to her are the
people with whom she works, and most of them areernolleagues than friends. She
considers Angela to be her best friend, and Bao#iso intimately close to “Bones.” Dr.
Brennan has had romantic relationships, but mostesh failed to endure. Booth is
clearly infatuated with her, especially in seaswa,fbut she does not seem to recognize
or care about his interest in her. When he finafligs her, directly, if they can attempt a
romantic relationship, she rejects him saying,dhd have your kind of open heart . . . . |
am not a gambler. I'm a scientist. | can’t changdon’t know how! | don’t know
how” (“The Parts in the Sum of the Whole”). Nevwstess, Booth and Brennan’s
relationship changes at the end of season six whemnnounces that she is carrying
Booth’s child (“The Change in the Game”). As od #nd of season seven, they remain
unmarried, but they live together to raise theurglger Christine.

Dr. Brennan expresses little emotional or so&alprocity. She is very indelicate
when questioning and interacting with people inedlvn a case; she often blurts out in
interviews that the victim is dead while Booth $rte keep that sensitive information
secret until people are adequately prepared. Teanpe also often seems to be rather

haughty due to her elevated intelligence, highicsized skill set, and her professional
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detachment. For instance, in one episode a firanatvertently calls Dr. Brennan by
the wrong name, and she, offended, corrects himsrtaps back, asking her to learn his
name, but Dr. Brennan answers, “There are thousaingtsu in D.C. and only one of
me.” Later, Booth tells Brennan that she has wakih that very firefighter four times
and suggests that a “normal person” would not tedyn the fireman’s name but the
names of all his children (“The Titan on the Trdgks

On the other hand, Dr. Brennan does display sooraents of empathy. Several

times she insists that she is not as cold as p¢oiplle she is. One example occurs on a
Christmas episode. Brennan, as an outspoken gtheafers to celebrate Christmas by
doing anthropological work in exotic foreign coues. Yet as the team is closing a case,
Brennan, instead, decides to spend her Christmgs@aforting the victim’s mother.
She explains her reasoning to Booth:

Brennan: Max [Brennan'’s father] told me that beatgne at Christmas

means that nobody loves you. She’s burying her. soaloneon

Christmas. | think that's heartbreaking.

Booth: You know, when | say “heartbreaking,” yoy #aat the heart is a

muscle, so it can’t break. It can only get crushed

Brennan: (voice breaks) Isn’t it heart crushing?

Booth: You want to go to his funeral?

Brennan: Yes, | would. Then she won't be alone.

Booth: You know what, Bones? Sometimes | thinknjoeart muscle is

bigger than people give you credit for. (“The Gaopthe Girl”)
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Brennan clearly has some deficits in verbal comoation but perhaps not the
same deficits that are listed in tB&Mdiagnosis for autism. She has no trouble
beginning or sustaining a conversation, and she doehave problems with echolalia.
Her communication difficulty is in understandindnet people. One of Dr. Brennan’s
most repeated phrases is, “I don’t know what theans.” She said it several times in the
first season, usually in response to a stray pojpuléure reference or to metaphoric
language. She often misapplies clichés; for insgawhen Booth first meets her and tests
her abilities, she responds, “Obviously, | passét @ lot of color . . . . It means | did
very well” (“The Parts in the Sum of the Whole'll.is evident that Brennan’s most
fluent vernacular is the scientific jargon assagatvith her field. When acting as an
expert witness, Dr. Brennan often uses highly te@ihanguage, and the jury has trouble
understanding her testimony (“The Girl in the Fatlg Brennan even admits that if
anyone speaks to her in a way other than scietaifiguage, many times all she hears is
noise (“The Doctor in the Photo”).

Related to the previous point, Dr. Brennan’s obisesarea of interest is forensic
anthropology. Nearly every cultural interpretatfoom Bones is prefaced by the phrase,
“Anthropologically speaking.” Of course, most bettime her obsession is beneficial
because it allows her to propose unique perspecthat prove useful in whatever case
her team is trying to solve. Yet at other times, Brennan’s narrow focus gets her into
trouble with people who do not understand her onrstance. For instance, in one
episode Angela takes Temperance to a club to dambaye fun, and to be “with people

who are alive.” However, as they dance, Brenranments on how “tribal” the music
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is. The people around her are insulted becaugethimgk that she is implying that they
are primitive. She tries to explain to them thnet music actually illustrates intellectual
evolution, saying, “After the Cartesians split re tseventeenth century, we separated our
mind from our bodies, the numinous from the anistai” That only makes the club
crowd more agitated, and a fight ensues (“The Nhathe Wall”). Perhaps worst,
however, is that Brennan'’s single-minded anthrogickl focus often places her at odds
with her partner. Booth is a devoted Catholic, anche of Brennan'’s interpretations do
not sit well with his religious perspective.

Demonstrating another indication of autism, some$ Brennan is
uncompromising in regard to rules. When she isited with her father, Max Keenan
(Ryan O’Neal), Bones is unwilling to resume a rielaship with him because he was
convicted of murder. One conversation she has MR in prison demonstrates this
conflict:

Max: Well, you must like this, me in here. | fihahave to follow the
rules.

Brennan: So that makes me less than you becahsIdeople should
follow the rules?

Max: You're upset.

Brennan: Yes, of course I'm upset. My father'sienal.

Max: No, outlaw. There’s a difference.

Bones: Such subtle distinctions are lost on me kingiagine, your

victims. (“The Soccer Mom in the Mini-Van”)
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Furthermore, when it comes to the way her labms Brennan strictly adheres to her own
rigid rules. In particular, she forbids anyonehan team to “jump to conclusions”
without empirical evidence. That often puts heo@ds with Dr. Saroyan, her employer.
Dr. Brennan sometimes openly defies Cam when Dnyaa'’s rules make no logical
sense to Bones, but Cam, understanding Brennaoal sieficits, allows her tirades three
times a week (“The Boy in the Shroud”).

Brennan’s preoccupation with parts of objectdss &elpful to her career. Each
case depends on meticulously close inspectioneo¥itttim’s bones. Many episodes,
including the pilot, feature a montage of Brennaretully examining the skeletal
remains, sometimes reconstructing a skeleton uallygust scrutinizing the bones for
any obscure anomalies. Dr. Brennan always work$isrpart of the process alone, and
the montage often suggests that she works for Hata$nto the night. These moments
remind us that though the rest of the team is aataand each member has his or her
own unique ability, the cases mainly rely on Brarisaemarkable expertise and
attention to detail in order to be solved.

Case Study: Dr. Zack Addy, Performed by Eric Millecan

Compared to Dr. Brennan, Zack Addy is a rathdrderacter. He is Dr.
Brennan'’s assistant, and he is very keen abougdomjob. In some ways, he is a
duplicate of Dr. Brennan, though not as complee filure to develop Zack’s character
may be partially blamed on his short run on theashd@ack has an even less engaging
affect than Brennan, including a monotone voice ameéxpressionless face. He rarely

makes eye contact because he focuses too closéig arork. He has a working
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knowledge of body language, but it is a learnetl. skle tells Dr. Brennan that he was
confident his dissertation had passed its defeasause a member of the committee
patted his shoulder. He explains, “l read a baokaody language. Apparently in our
culture, when an older male lays an open handymuager male, it conveys approval,
but when he bumps a younger male with a closediffisbnveys doubt.” He then gives
Brennan a rather stiff and awkward demonstratidndas on a Pole”).

Like Brennan, Zack’s peer relationships do notrsézextend beyond the lab.

Zack admits that even in high school, he did notadze (“The Boy in the Tree”). He
considers Dr. Hodgins to be his best friend bec#usgwork together, and Zack relies
on Hodgins for transportation. Yet even with ghegception of a close relationship, Zack
sees no reason to know specific details about hhadggpersonal life. This detached
indifference becomes apparent when Angela asks @aektions about Hodgins that the
young intern cannot answer, even though he liveldantgins’s property (“A Boy in a
Bush”). Yet as he works in the lab, Zack seeksijarove his social relationships. He
repeatedly seeks a romantic connection with ahgihlways refers to as “Naomi from
Paleontology,” yet he fails miserably. He explam#ngela and Hodgins what
happened:

Zack: She said, “Take a hint,” but when | asked havhint?” Naomi said

if she told me it wouldn’t be a hint anymore. lbwd be a statement . . . .

| understood the individual words, but | do not guahend her meaning.

Angela: Did you tell Naomi that?

Zack: Yes! She said, “Ask your friends,” if | hagny.
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Zack takes Naomi’s advice literally; he repeateatiigs his co-workers embarrassing and
socially inappropriate questions about how to ntd&emi happy (“The Boy in the
Tree”). Hodgins eventually gives Zack a book, imgpio stop the awkward queries
(“The Pain in the Heart”). Booth, however, misleathck in his understanding of
socializing. He does not speak to Zack, but hédezack to think that “the cold
shoulder” is an appropriate way to interact. Zaatls Brennan, “Ignoring me is Booth’s
way of acknowledging my presence. It's a guy tHiinBrennan, however, disapproves
of Booth’s rude behavior, knowing that he has @dyppted such deplorable treatment in
order to avoid talking with Zack. She tells hirdatk wants to fit into the real world
more than anything. You're not helping” (“The Man the Fairway”).

As theDSMdiagnosis states, Zack does “lack . .. spontaseeking to share
enjoyment, interests, or achievements with othep[e because he is overly interested
and focused on his work. The following conversai®an example:

Hodgins: | found something very interesting!

Zack: The victim’s feet were severed with remarkakill.

Hodgins: Excellent insight, Zack, but the politspense is, “Really
Hodgins? What did you find?”

Zack: There’s a sharp-force disarticulation frora thstal tibia and fibula
passing cleanly above the talus.

Hodgins: No, | wasn’t asking you. | was tellinguthat you should ask
me.

Zack: (unenthusiastically) Really Hodgins? What ylbu find?
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Hodgins: The feet were severed with a hoof knife.

Zack: | know.

Hodgins: Because | told you.

Zack: No, because | examined the cuts under thiacahlaser-scanning

microscope . . . .

Hodgins: You suck all the fun out of every momeinp@rsonal triumph!

(“Death in the Saddle”)
It is Zack’s lack of social and emotional reciptgdhat eventually leads to his downfall
when Brennan’s team discovers that Zack has sgdredn working as an apprentice to a
serial killer the team calls “Gormogon,” a cannitadlo murders people who supposedly
belong to secret societies. This discovery wildseussed in Chapter Six.

Zack’s largest deficit in communication is thatthkes statements literally, and
unless they are explicitly spelled out he canngpoad as expected. For instance, in one
episode Brennan does fieldwork to investigate a edsere a bear ingested a severed
hand. She sends the hand back to the lab foe#tef the team to run tests. The
package is delivered by an attractive, female esuand though the package is addressed
to Zack, Hodgins receives it and flirts with thdidery girl. Later, Brennan sends some
of the bear’s droppings to see if they contain era® of human remains. Hodgins paces
impatiently, anxious for the package to arrive.clZasks him what he is really waiting
for, the evidence or the courier. Hodgins jussldn eyebrow and says to Zack, “What
do you think?” When the package comes, Zack resdty and the courier flirts with

him. Hodgins is annoyed, explaining that he warteske the delivery girl again; but
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Zack, confused, answers, “You said you were waitomg/our bear poop. | said, ‘Are
you excited about the excrement or the courierid gou said, ‘What do you think?’ . . .
. You have to be clear” (“The Man in the Bear”)ack often struggles with clarity,
especially when he is faced with metaphorical laggu The meanings are usually lost
on him, but sometimes Zack uses metaphors in antiohal attempt to appear normal
that is also often unintentionally comical.

Though the “lack of varied, spontaneous, makeelbelplay or social imitative
play appropriate to developmental level” trait tisalisted in theDSMis probably more
pointed to children, there are some significant w@nts regarding Zack that relate to this
trait. Zack’s imagination is limited, but he wamdsbe more imaginative. In a case that
involves the reported sighting of a ghost, Canstile skeptical Brennan that she saw her
mother’s spirit soon after she died. Zack asks @hout the apparition, and she shares
with him more specific details. Zack flatly respisn“Dr. Brennan says that’'s impossible
.. .. I think it would be wonderful if it were psible” (“The Headless Witch in the
Woods”). In another episode, Angela accuses Zatacking “whimsy,” and Zack
responds by trying to interject whimsical term®ihts reply. Angela is not convinced
(“The Boneless Bride in the River”).

On the other hand, Zack does admit to having &@deof robots taking over the
world (“The Woman in the Car”) and of possessingespowers (“The Superhero in the
Alley”). In both instances, he is rebuked for aysuch impractical notions.
Nevertheless, he describes the former fantasy, wbatdacetiously, during a security

interview; and when his interviewer responds, “Dibe&®ncern you that such adolescent
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thoughts are a sign of emotional retardation?” kzasponds that he is “working on it.”
After referencing the latter fantasy, Dr. Brennanmsels, “Why fantasize? You're
smart,” and assures Zack that helping to solve erartvill make you a real hero in the
real world.”

Zack’s pervasive interest is his work; he focusest to an abnormal degree. For
instance, once when Hodgins and Angela have agredsi argument about the war in
the Middle East, Zack completely ignores them amhestigates skeletal remains (“The
Soldier in the Grave”). In another episode ab@adming environmentally conscious,
Zack discusses the possibility of buying low-implagtising that is “smaller than a
janitor’s closet.” Hodgins, however, comments th&aves no room for accoutrements,
arguing, “Our lives aren’t only about function. Wéeallowed to enjoy ourselves
occasionally.” Zack answers, “That’s why | workKThe Secret in the Soil”). His focus
on his work is so intense that he does not enjograonal life.

Zack displays other autistic characteristics. idery good with numerical
equations and can solve equations very quicklysgrhbad. In one case, a number is
found on the victim that everyone assumes is a @imomber. However, after reviewing
the scene of the crime, Zack deduces that the nuimlaetually the code for a meeting
place (“The Man on Death Row”). Yet, as anothengtom of autism, there are
indications that Zack may have a poorly formed lsellam. He is unable to drive a car
or to ride a bicycle (“The Boy in the Tree”). WhBbnoth asks how such a genius is
unable to drive, Zack answers, “If you knew whihdw about structural design, you

wouldn’t drive either” (“The Man on Death Row”).agk is also occasionally clumsy. In
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one case, he has his arms full of metal pipeskéeps dropping them (“The Man in the
Mud”).

Diagnosis Status

There is no suggestion on the show that eitheBBmnan or Zack Addy have a
specific disability. However, both of them havebeompared to Raymond Babbit in
Rain Man Booth makes that comparison to Dr. Brennan. [®MBiennan asks Booth if
she can ever drive (Booth usually insists on dgwithen they are in the car together),
she utters Raymond Babbit’'s echolalic phrase, ‘dimexcellent driver.” Immediately
after Booth responds “OKRain Man” Brennan says, “lI don’t know what that means”
(“The Woman at the Airport”), demonstrating thaé stilas not consciously making a film
reference. Also, after Zack exhibits the above lpeintrick, Hodgins calls him an “idiot
savant,” which is how the psychologist at Walbraukally described Raymond
Babbit’s condition (“The Man on Death Row”).

Brennan is provided a rational explanation forliearre behavior in the pilot
episode. Her parents abandoned her when she figgnfyears old, and she spent most
of her teenage life in foster care, which causeddméose trust in humanity. Sweets
believes that Brennan’s behavior is a coping meishacreated out of her difficult past
and maintained in her line of work. As he des@itbeBrennan covers a “gossamer web
of rationality over the ugliness” (“The Tough Manthe Tender Chicken”). The
explanation for Zack’s behavior is far more cryptldis colleagues make subtle hints
that something is wrong with him but are never gmecPerhaps the most direct hint

comes after Zack’s attempt at whimsy. Angela’syrép him is, “Well, you're
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handicapped, Zack. Someone really needs to ralethon for you” (“The Boneless
Bride in the River”). Hodgins suggests that Zackhalf-alien” (“Spaceman in the
Crater”). Zack never reveals the nature of hisddton, and Brennan does not seem to
care. When Booth asks her what she calls “whatéaek’s deal is,” she answers, “I call
it genius” (“The Widow’s Son in the Windshield’Dddly enough, Dr. Sweets does not
immediately see any abnormal condition in Zack; nvtiee prosecutor makes a deal to
send Zack to a mental institution instead of jfigrathe Gormogon case, Sweets argues,
“No, that won't hold up. Zack isn’t insane” (“TH&ain in the Heart”).

Behind the Scenes Perspectives

It is popular opinion that both of these characteave Asperger’'s Syndrome.
Brian Bethune’s article “Autistic License” citesthdBrennan and Addy as having this
specific disorder. Even in an episode review, 8askin describes Brennan as “the
genius forensic anthropologist with an undiagnassese of Aspergersic]” (“In Praise
of Bones’). Yet as with Sheldon Cooper, this deductiompescsilative. Autism and
Asperger’s Syndrome are not adequately discuss@&boasn reference to these two
characters. However, unlike the writersTtie Big Bang Theoryhe writers oBones
have not completely disregarded the idea.

Middle Tennessee State University, as part amfsressive forensics program,
hosted a lecture series that featured Dr. KathgliReithe real forensic anthropologist and
mystery writer whose life inspirdglones Her mystery novels feature Dr. Temperance
Brennan, but Temperance is clearly not the samecte as the television series

because she is older and is evidently not autific.Reichs spoke of her inspiration and
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how she uses her experience with forensics to Wwateovels and to contribute to the
show as a producer. During the question and ansegsion, | commented on the social
deficits of the show’s characters (I was very aarabt to mention autism because | felt
it might be offensive). | asked if the show interd give the message that one must be
“abnormal” in order to do what the “squints” doeiBhs’s basic answer was much like
Prady’s comment about his inspiration Tdre Big Bang Theoty characters. She
explained that most of the real people in the fsi@anthropology field tend to be like
the characters in the show. However, as part odhswer, Reichs also said that the
writers had researched and had purposely writtek Zaldy as if he had Asperger’s
Syndrome; however, they intended no other specifiaitions for any of the other
characters. | was amazed to hear this validatiangbt from the source.

However, there may be more to this issue thanfReawalizes. An article for a
Philadelphia online magazine written during theoselcseason donesalso addressed
this topic of these twBonescharacters and autism:

While [David] Boreanaz’s character [Seeley Boothhard-charging agent
with intimacy issues, doesn’t exactly break newugiebon television,
[Emily] Deschanel’'s Dr. Temperance Brennan, aibanll scientist with
extremely limited social skills, probably does—eadt for women. So
clueless is Brennan when it comes to the way masiams interact that
Boreanaz's Booth has been forced to become a sqguide to the world

outside Brennan’s laboratory.
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When asked if Brennan might not actually have Agees syndrome . . .
Deschanel nodded. “Hart Hanson, the creator oftioev, and | discuss,
you know, that my character almost has Asperggrisi®me and, you
know, if maybe if it was a film, that | maybe spezlly would have
Asperger’s,” she said. “If you look at the chaeacif Zack . . . he almost
definitely has Asperger’s syndrome,” she added.
“I think it's fascinating to have a character whoidlliant in one area and
clueless” in others, Deschanel said. “And it'ssseeet that she’s trying to
learn about things. You know, | talked to a psyobist who specializes
in people with Asperger’s and she’s worked withskieho start at 12
years old not being able to understand, you knosaceal interaction
almost at all and then are now in college and @ae lmelationships that
are almost more in touch than a lot of kids thge,decause they work so
much in therapy and work so hard,” she said. (Gray)
Deschanel’s statements are still somewhat coverxaict language. She does not say
that Brennan and Addyre autistic but that they ammostautistic. Perhaps like Jim
Parsons, Deschanel does not want to say anythatgrtight limit her freedom to portray
Dr. Brennan the way she desires, and as a resulestains from limiting this character
to a diagnosis. Yet this interview demonstrates Beschanel is keeping the prospect of
autism in mind and has even researched it to s@geed. The autistic characters on

Bonesare significant because they are all so differemfeach other. This show
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features a dynamic array of autistic people noy arteracting with neurotypical
characters but with each other in compelling agdicant ways.

Criminal Minds, 2005-present, Created by Jeff Davis

This show dramatizes the involvement of an acdaation of the FBI called the
Behavioral Analysis Unit (BAU). The team of spe@gents travels around the country
to investigate and to offer highly-specialized suppo the local law enforcement of
communities experiencing severe crimes. The BAWipes psychological profiles for
the at-large criminals, or as the profilers preédecall them “unknown subjects,” “unsub”
for short. The profilers make sure that the polinderstand the unsub’s behavior,
eventually identify, and capture the unsub. Tlaenténcludes unit chief Aaron “Hotch”
Hotchner (Thomas Gibson), Derek Morgan (Shemar Ep@nd Dr. Spencer Reid
(Matthew Gray Gubler). In the first two seasohss team is under the guidance of BAU
veteran Jason Gideon (Mandy Patinkin), but aftedpse friend of his is murdered,
Gideon has doubts about his chosen career andeaslairesigns from the FBI.
Eventually, his position is filled by another BAl@teran, David Rossi (Joe Mantegna).

The show primarily focuses on how these charaestakge crimes rather than on
their particular personalities and individual cledea development. Yet, the show does
not completely ignore the personal side of its abgars. Each episode offers at least a
glimpse into who these characters are, and sometimentire episode is centered on
one patrticular character. Though information alibatindividual characters is limited
by the focus of the drama, one character in pdaialisplays traits that are pertinent to

this study.
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Dr. Spencer Reid, Performed by Matthew Gray Gubler

Reid is the youngest member of the team, but bie&ly the most brilliant.

When Reid is asked in the pilot by a victim’s fagmhember if he considers himself to be
a genius, he replies, “l don't believe that inggince can be adequately quantified, but |
do have an 1Q of 187 and an eidetic memory and&ath twenty thousand words per
minute. Yes, | am a genius.” In some ways, Rei@ss impaired than other characters
on the list, but that may be because he is an astietlent of human behavior. He
understands non-verbal cues and facial expressiangute detail because he has been
trained to recognize them. He can experience emaltreciprocity because that is what
he is expected to do as a profiler; Gideon teabmaghat the ability to humanize unsubs
is a profiler’'s most dangerous weapon (“LSDK”). wiver, frequently Reid works with
evidence that does not require social interacsaoch as with graphology. By doing so,
he often notices patterns and details that otlmetisa team miss.

Reid is usually very good at connecting with peaplolved with the case,
especially those with disabilities. He has facexias killers with schizophrenia
(“Derailed”), with dissociative identity disordeiGonflicted”), and with a learning
disability (“Elephant’s Memory”), each time calmitizge suspect and keeping him from
killing again. Part of the reason he can connéttt these people is that, according to
Reid, he can identify with them. He recognizeg thay are social outcasts, which he
also was while growing up, but he identifies witleit disabilities as well. In one such
case in season two, Reid and Morgan have a coniershat demonstrates why Reid

continues to take an interest in such unsubs:
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Morgan: Reid, you know this is not your respongipil
Reid: It is. | can’t explain.
Morgan: Well, try me.
Reid: He knows | understand him.
Morgan: Of course you do. You're a profiler.
Reid: It's more than that.
Morgan: How?
Reid: | know what it’s like to be afraid of your ovmind. (“Sex, Birth,
Death”)

However, when asked to function beyond his trginiReid falters. He has
trouble making social connections on a personallJalthough he tries. In one episode,
he and Rossi go to a college to speak at a leotgarding the FBI in order to recruit new
people. Rossi is easily able to connect with thdents using humor, but Reid cannot
find a common plane from which to communicate:

Student 1: What did you study?

Rossi: Criminal justice. Sports appreciation w&ud up in my
community college. (Laughter)

Reid: | hold doctorates in chemistry, mathemategl engineering, as
well as BAs in psychology and sociology. (Silence)

Student 2: How old are you?

Reid: I'm twenty-seven. As of last month, | turngenty-seven. I'm

also completing an additional BA in philosophy, afhreminds me that |
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have a joke. How many existentialists does it takecrew in a light
bulb?

Rossi: (whispers) Don't.
Reid: All right, two—one to change the light bulidaone to observe how
it symbolizes an incandescent beacon of subjegtivia netherworld of
cosmic nothingness. (Laughs, no one else doeskisteatialist would—
Rossi: OK, before he does his quantum physics kikaokk joke
(students laugh), do we have any other questioostaipportunities in the
FBI?

Afterwards, Rossi explains to Reid why the lectiaiked:
Rossi: You do know we want them to actugdin the bureau.
Reid: What? Yeah.
Rossi: We want these kids to think this is a cdate to work.
Reid: | understand that, yeah.
Rossi: Existentialism?
Reid: Existentialism is—that was a funny joke. \Mthayou mean?
Rossi: Yeah, to Sigmund Freud.
Reid: | tell them they shouldn’t send me; they keasending me here! |
don’t know why!
Rossi: Because you're young.

Reid: Young or Jung? (“Masterpiece”)
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Reid also has trouble connecting with his co-wmskeé&sometimes he offers
information he thinks is pertinent and seeks tcagegis friends in a discussion, only to
find that no one is fascinated in the topic, suglhss instance:

Rossi: So how does our unsub go from Loser of tharYo Don Juan?
Reid: Actually as Byron interpreted him, Don Juaasvan ironic reversal
of sex roles, and when—(notices everybody starigna) that's about it.
(“52 Pickup”)
In season six, he attempts to engaging colleaguesnversations about science fiction,
and they are even less interested in that subjé¢stially when Reid rants about science
fiction, his co-workers interrupt him and flathyilteim that they are indifferent. One co-
worker interrupts him as he is comparingctor Whato Bill and Ted’s Excellent
Adventureto say that she seriously regrets starting thavexsation (“Coda”). Beyond
science fiction, however, Reid has very little urstiending of popular culture and often
seems disconnected from the rest of the world.

Reid clearly has a social deficit when it comesotmantic pursuits. It seems he is
completely unaware of what to do in such a situmatible blames his intelligence for the
obstacle, as he explains to another coworker ndfiied

Elle: I don’t know how it is that you know half tie things you know,
but I'm glad you do.
Reid: Do you think it's why | can’t get a date?

Elle: You ever asked anyone out?
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Reid: No.

Elle: That's why you can’t get a date. (“Plain Sigh
There is one episode where Reid is infatuated anthctress who is being pursued by a
stalker, and the attraction seems mutual. HowdReid resists when she tries to seduce
him in a pool (*Somebody’s Watching”). In anotlegisode, Morgan suggests that Reid
use his one hobby, doing magic tricks, to attraotdle attention. Morgan’s suggestion is
successful; at the end of the episode, a womameReid’'s business card with a lipstick
stain on the back and asks him, thss your card?” Reid laughs and answers, “Yes, this
is my card,” but he does not seem to know how telsespond (*52 Pickup”). In another
episode, Reid has a date scheduled with a womdrnwiibom he had been
communicating secretly. However, Reid calls off tfate at the last second when he
senses danger (“The Lesson”). He nearly has auserelationship with this woman,
despite never having seen her in person. Unforélyahe first time he does see her, she
is murdered right before his eyes (“Zugzwang”).

Reid has a few more autistic traits. Other chtaracthave noted his lack of eye
contact; it is one of the reasons that a subjéatesl to cooperate in Reid’s first
interview (“The Fox”). Reid’s coordination skilege limited; in fact, he nearly failed his
FBI training because of his poor performance ingudgt activities (“What Happens at
Home”). He routinely failed his marksmanship traghuntil he made a “lucky shot”
between a target’s eyes (“LSDK”). Reid is cledryperlexic; he is able to read just by
running his finger down the page. When asked isheally reading that quickly, Reid

replies, “Our conscious minds can process sixt@srobinformation per second; our
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unconscious, however, can process eleven millies, | can actually read this fast”
(“Broken Mirror”). He seemed to have a specialirg@drest regarding serial killers; he
remembers specific details about famous casegdéikk the Ripper (“*Jones”) and Jeffery
Dahmer (“In Name and Blood”), and Reid also reagth particular enthusiasm when he
first meets Rossi because the latter had becomeusulny writing about serial killers
(“About Face”).

There may be more indications that Reid is on gegtsum, but since only hints
at the characters’ personalities are provide@nminal Minds it is difficult to tell. In
one patrticular episode, Reid is even less conneathis co-workers, is more affected by
adverse stimuli, and is acting probably the mosisaa than he has in other times in the
series. However, that abrupt behavior changetisi@cessarily attributed to a disability,
but is treated more as a reaction to a particuldifficult case. In fact, it is implied by
the show that Reid was addicted to a powerful pbemkhat adversely affected his
behavior (“Distress”). Nevertheless, it is stiigsible that the drug also aggravated
Reid’s autism.
Diagnosis Status

The first most telling comment about Reid’s pordiagnosis is found in the
episode “Broken Mirror,” in which an abductor insuévery member of the BAU team to
demonstrate how well he knows them. As he ragesals, “Jason Gideon, an expert of
the criminal psyche yet unable to diagnose thesatifeanings of the very insecure Dr.
Reid! Well, maybe he can make money counting cerdss Vegas!” No one on the

team confirms or denies anything that this unsys;gae only information they gather
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from the conversation is that the kidnapper knoachenember of the team well and has
clearly worked with them at some time. What hel $aay not have been entirely
accurate because it was emotionally charged, Imisignificant that even an outsider
recognizes Reid’s autistic traits.

Members of the BAU often tease Reid and imply thate is something unusual
about him. For instance, when Reid breaks a cgderself, saying that most people
use a computer but he thought the task would lerfdse just did it in longhand, a
teammate pokes Reid’s cheek and says, “He’s dikéfé (“The Angel Maker”). Most
outsiders merely express amazement at Reid’s obwtelligence, but even then his co-
workers tease instead of encourage him. For exampbne episode after Reid makes
an observation after doing graphology analysia nbte from an unsub, a detective asks
Rossi where the BAU found Reid. Rossi whisperkpdde was left in a basket on the
steps of the FBI” (“Soul Mates”). Much later, whanother co-worker asks Reid directly
if he has Asperger’'s Syndrome, he acts as thougloée not hear her. When she
apologizes for the suggestion, citing “no offendereplies, “None taken. When did
you do that?” (“Through the Looking Glass”). Eitleid truly did not hear her, he
could not process the comment, or he chose toégmer. At any rate, Reid’s disability
is still left to the audience’s interpretation.

On the other hand, in one episode Reid is expdotednnect with an autistic boy
who has limited communication skills. Reid find&ay to communicate with the boy;
he deciphers drawings that the child makes andaipémno to help him respond to

guestions. However, it seems that Rossi knows @iooeit autism than Reid does.
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When Reid meets the boy for the first time, he olesea policeman merely touching the
boy’s shoulder, but the encounter causes the mutisid to react by screaming and
rocking back and forth. If Reid had been bettéwrimed about autism, he could have
stopped the policeman from touching the boy anddcbave probably prevented the
ensuing meltdown, but he does not. Rossi exptaitisem that some autistic people do
not like to be touched. Later in the episode, Riogglies that he is the father of a
disabled child, which may help to explain his knegde and insight. Reid also makes a
significant comment later in the episode, tellihg boy’s principal, “Children with
autism normally think very logically. Their mindan pick up patterns that ours
normally wouldn’t recognize” (“*Coda”). In the proans he uses in this comment, Reid
clearly identifies himself with neurotypicals. Raps if Reid had thought more about this
comment and had recalled all the patterns he reddered that no one else on his team
could see, he would have reevaluated the groupwhibh he most identifies.

In fact, the show more strongly implies that Reiay have mild schizophrenia.
Reid’s mother is schizophrenic, and he institutizea her (“Revelations”) because he
was unable to help her no matter how much he leaabeut the disorder (“Sex, Birth,
Death”). Reid is worried that he will inherit h&rhizophrenia. While talking to a co-
worker about his mother, Reid very nervously adog] you know that schizophrenia is
genetically passed?” (“The Fisher King Part IITh season six, Reid becomes concerned
that he is on the verge of a schizophrenic breé#d starts having migraine headaches
that will not relent, and when he visits the dodtoget a CAT scan, the doctor can find

nothing aberrant. The doctor suggests the caugktioé psychological, but Reid denies



131
it (“Corazon”). Reid shares his concerns with sahbis other co-workers, but they
offer little help (“With Friends Like These . ..")

Schizophrenia and autism are similar disordetkan both involve vivid
imaginations and can involve realistic, multiseysasions. However, a major difference
is that people on the higher end of the autismtspeccan tell fantasy and reality apart,
while people with schizophrenia cannot. Reid dugshave delusions, but imagination
and intelligence are integral to his personalifit, his social deficits, hyperlexia, and
eidetic memory are probably more consistent witlaatistic diagnosis.

Behind the Scenes Perspectives

Spencer Reid is a unique case because the creatbtbe writers of the show
have not revealed that they perceive him as autistiher, it is the actor who portrays
him. When asked about his character in an interMMatthew Gray Gubler said, “He’s
an eccentric genius, with hints of schizophrenia samnor autism, Asperger’'s Syndrome.
Reid is 24, 25 years old with three PhDsg], and one can’t usually achieve that without
some form of autism” (Thomas). Gubler’s statemegifuestionable because one may be
gifted without being on the autism spectrum. Hoerett is intriguing that an actor
personally sees autism in his character and pulpesbances autistic behavior in his
portrayal.

Another reason Reid is eccentric is because Gidbkmcentric. One unusual
characteristic of Reid is that he wears mismatckoaks. The audience might judge
from this strange habit that Reid is defying thafoomity of the FBI. However, Reid

wears mismatching socks because that is Gublezfeq@nce. Gubler says that he was
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taught that mismatched socks bring good luck, anbddilieves it; in fact, he claims that
he sprained his ankle on the one day in his lifemhe wore matching socks (Thomas).
Other of Reid’s idiosyncrasies that may or maybwtelated to autism may also be
attributable to Gubler. When casting directorsiPyebster and Scott Davis observed
those possibly autistic characteristics in Gubike, the predilection with mismatched
socks, they knew he was perfect to play the rolRedl (“The Making ofCriminal
Minds).

The producers and writers specifically write Reide not only brilliant but
mentally distinctive. Executive producer Deborgiei@ says of Reid in a bonus feature
on the season one DVD, “He’s astute. His way okiing at things, the way his brain
works is different than everyone else’s.” Furtherejy executive producer Edward Allen
Banero adds, “His mind works so fast that he’ssigue. It's kind of hard to keep up
with him” (“The Making ofCriminal Minds). Writer and producer Chris Mundy also
has some significant thoughts about Reid’s perggrfabm a DVD feature:

He’s obviously a genius. He’s our go-to if you deepiece of
information, Reid knows it. So, he’s a good cHeathe writers. But
he’s also someone that there’s just this feelirag lie’s almost afraid of
his own intelligence, and he’s afraid of his moth@nental condition and
what that means for him. He is the closest tolthatbetween the people,
you know, doing the analyzing and the people tleegimalyzing . . . . |

think the more we write toward [his personalityfamot toward just that
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he’'s a human computer, then the more amazing th& shn be, and
that's because it’s such an interesting chara¢terofilers Profiled”)
One can see from these quotations that the wataliscreators aCriminal Mindshave
specific ideas about Reid and how special and itapbhe is to the cast. A character
with autism is an excellent choice to fill theirpectations for this character. Reid is
significant because of the writers’ perspectivéiof as being unique and because he
exemplifies the metaphors that will be posed inrtbet chapters. He is also a
particularly popular character among people orstfeetrum, according to Facebook and
other digital, social media communities.
House, M.D., 2004-12, Created by David Shore
Due to the fact that this show is probably the thpogular and most critically
acclaimed entry in this study, not as much backgidanformation is necessary. Dr.
Gregory House (Hugh Laurie) is a brilliant medidattor who has a sardonic disposition
toward his patients, his staff, and people in gaineYet that dichotomy of being brilliant
yet so unlikeable is what makes him fascinating.
Case Study: Dr. Gregory House, Performed by Hugh Larie
That dichotomy is also his most autistic featur is highly observant and

routinely notices details that no one else on taff sees, with the result that he is usually
able to solve puzzling medical mysteries. Yet besdnot rely on social skills to gather
these details; he merely notices behavior andtphetpieces together. In fact, he really
does not even try to connect socially with hisguat. The socializing process has no

meaning to him; he calls it “utterly meaninglessincere, and therefore degrading”
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(“Lines in the Sand”). He does not make eye cdantdien he talks to people, even when
talking to his closest friend Dr. Wilson (Robertafid_eonard). He usually distances
himself from his patients, and when he does mettt them his bedside manner is not
comforting. Yet in one episode, when a rape videmands that House reveal
something personal about himself, he really stregyghd seeks advice from his team.
He finally admits to her that he was abused asld ¢f©ne Day, One Room”).
However, beyond that, House displays few behaworsistent with autism. He has no
problems with communication, no rituals, no avandm change, and no unfavorable
reactions to certain stimuli. In fact, the casa tb presented on the show strongly argues
that House is not autistic. Dr. Cuddy (Lisa Edslst says, “People think House has no
inner censor, but the fact is he holds himself baekause when he wants to hurt, he
knows just where to poke a sharp stick” (“Findinglds”). One needs social skills to be
consistently and purposefully anti-social.
Diagnosis Status

Househas done something very different from the otlhems in this study; it has
pointedly refuted the autism interpretation onghew. In the episode “Lines in the
Sand,” Dr. Wilson goes to Dr. Cuddy’s office andds her the symptoms of Asperger’s
Syndrome, suggesting that House may have sevail itn common with a diagnosis of
Asperger’s. Yet Dr. Cuddy responds, “House dodsane Asperger’s. His diagnosis is
much simpler: he’s a jerk.” Immediately afterwa¥dilson meets with House and admits
that he agrees with Cuddy’s assessment. Houseglfimever acknowledges if he is

autistic or not, which is probably why Brian Betleun his article “Autistic License”
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feels that the question is left open to interpretat Show creator David Shore tends to
agree with Cuddy when he says in a DVD featurenf&people are just jerks. And it’s
not a clue, it's not a symptom, they'’re just jenksich, obviously, you could make the
case that House is one of those people” (“AnatofrgndEpisode: The Jerk”). Still, the
audience ponders over this question: he is ceytamil “normal,” but what makes House
abnormal? Some autistic people on Facebook arat dipital social media networks
greatly identify with House and contend that henghe spectrum. Even though, as far
as the show is concerned, the matter is closeapsra hint of Asperger’s is strong
enough for House to be considered an honoraryt@utisaracter.

Law and Order: Criminal Intent, 2001-11, Created by Dick Wolf

The best summary dfaw and Order: Criminal Intenis provided in the prelude
to every episode, a strategy employed in all shaiwkelLaw and Orderseries, “In New
York City’s war on crime, the worst criminal offee® are pursued by the detectives of
the Major Case Squad. These are their storieachepisode starts from the offenders’
point of view, with events leading up to the crioreopening with the crime itself. The
series is not a “whodunit”; it is about how detees find criminals and bring them to
justice. Much like othekaw and Ordesstorylines, many of the cases ©nminal Intent
are based on cases that have happened in reakEhfidy in the series, the team includes
Detectives Robert Goren (Vincent D’Onofrio) and ¥dadra Eames (Kathryn Erbe).

There are fewer personal characteristics revaaldte characters doaw and
Order: Criminal Intentthan there are o@riminal Minds Everything divulged about the

characters’ personalities is usually connectedetya® the cases they work. Itis
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sometimes hard to tell how genuine the observetachexistics are because the
characters often rely on ruses to fool suspeckss, Too, is similar to the othéaw and
Order series and to classic detective fiction becaussyah stories, the focus is usually
more on the case than on the detectives.

Case Study: Detective Robert Goren, Performed by Yicent D’Onofrio

Basically three observations can be made abowtrGbe is observant,
intelligent, and very eccentric. He usually is finst to notice minute details at a crime
scene that can prove vital to the case. Thesddata often sensory; he pays particular
attention to smells. Goren has a good memoryhbumhostly knows how to find
information. He is often found reading, and heareg his library card as his most
powerful tool (“Who is Robert Goren?”). Perhapdadyperlexic, but it seems he uses
books mainly to gather necessary, expedient infoama There is no indication that
Goren reads especially fast or that that he reanhgpalsively, though he does seem to
retain information unusually well. Some of Goremiannerisms seem simply strange,
but they also appear to serve the purpose of gdtte suspect’s attention. For instance,
in the pilot episode “One,” during an interrogatiéor no apparent reason, Goren starts
leaning sideways. This strange eye contact thtbevsuspect off-balance, and he looks
straight at Goren as the leaning detective consina@uestion the suspect. Goren has a
particular knowledge and rapport with people wheraentally disabled. In one episode,
he casually has a conversation with a homelesswitarschizophrenic tendencies;
afterwards, Goren tells Eames that he had “lofgadtice” (“The Faithful”). He can

easily recognize symptoms of mental disordersuufiolg autism. In an episode in
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season two, for instance, Goren develops particodarest in a man who has
undiagnosed Asperger’s Syndrome. Goren is thetfirelentify the symptoms and to
inform the man of his diagnosis, and he also usasinformation to arrest him
(“Probability™).

On the other hand, Goren may be a little too maatjve to be considered
autistic. He possesses an uncanny understandimgnodn behavior and how to twist it.
For instance, in the pilot episode, he tells dmggrhd of their prime suspect that her
boyfriend has AIDS and has, in all likelihood, gihie disease to her. When she does
not believe him, he opens the case folder andheli®n which page she would find that
evidence. He talks to her for several minutesgyo convince her to turn in her
boyfriend since he has given her a death sentef\s&soren leaves, the police chief
remarks that the young woman has been given alitbogak,” but Goren replies,
“Tougher if it was true.” Goren’s way of convingimer of something that is not true is
not typical of other autistic characters.

Diagnosis Status

The show does not discuss if Goren has any spexdfdition because that is a
topic unrelated to the focus. There are, howevets that there is something mentally
askew about Goren. During the episode about thewith Asperger’'s Syndrome,
Eames is the one who notices how similar Gorea thé suspect. She tells Goren after
they first meet the man, “I didn’t know you hadader, geekier brother.” At the close

of the case, Eames encourages Goren to stay cedrtedhe criminal, saying. “I'm sure
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he'd like a pen pal” (“Probability”). Later in theeries, Goren meets with a psychiatrist
on a regular basis, further suggesting that Goasnslhme mental unbalance.

Behind the Scenes Perspectives
Much like Gubler’s portrayal of Spencer Reid, mahysoren’s eccentricities
seem to be the choice of the actor. The writeth®@show wanted a detective like
Sherlock Holmes, as technical advisor Michael Saxailains in a DVD feature, “I mean,
there’s nothing he misses. He almost has X-rapwjsand almost like a soothsayer he
can tell the future.” Executive producer and wrkené Balcer admits that Goren is also
based on a real person, forensic psychiatrist &xk Pietz, who also worked for the
show as a technical advisor. Balcer explainsihetz “has a way of talking to you and
leaving pauses that suddenly you feel the neeill,tarid he’s able to get you to say
things that you wouldn’t normally say.”
However, it is apparently D’Onofrio’s own decisitimake Goren so eccentric.
In the same DVD feature, D’Onofrio has a tellingckgption about his interpretation of
the character and the origin of the strange mormetite pilot episode when Goren leans
over to talk to the suspect:
| started to realize very quickly that | was gotodhave to start making
choices that were not very common. | did it slawlypushed, | pushed, |
pushed, and | just made odd choices. |took meg tth it and delivered
a little bit each episode. My job on this showoide somebody that can
get away with things that nobody else could .I.remember the first day.

When Dick [Wolf] was on set, it was during the fiepisode, it was
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during a small interrogation . . . . He said, “Yknow, there’s another way
to approach this scene. You could smile at the dtiyou wanted to, you
could.” And | thought about that, and | carriethtb the scene with me.
But | tried it a couple of times, and every timaid, the other actor didn’t
like it. The actor actually didn’t like it. | cdditell by his performance; he
didn’t know what to do with it. So it came arouedanother take. It was
like the third take. | didn’t smile, but as | wiaking to him, he had this
thing about looking down. He would look down a tAble. So | waited
until he looked down, and | did this dip and founsl eyes. But he kept
on looking down, so | kept on dipping further andlfier until our eyes
locked, and then | brought him back up with my ey¥su know, and it
was, and | got away with it. It was the beginnaigll the strange moves

and postures of my character. (“Who is Robert G#ien

Since D’Onofrio made the decision to go “off-scyifte added a new dimension to his

character that the writers did not anticipate. yflieed it, however, and saw the

opportunity to bring a new kind of character tetesion.

The only indication that writers offer about amgsific condition applicable to

Goren is that, like Reid, he has a family historgchizophrenia. Evidently, though, they

do not believe that Goren has the tendency for ahdhitess. Dietz says of him:

Law enforcement people are diverse. What happenstime to time,
and | think is problematic, is that people go iatoarea of specialization

in law enforcement, or in medicine for that mattbat reflects their own
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pathology or their own demons. That’s not goodwiNGoren has not
done precisely that. Goren has a family historgadfizophrenia. He’s
odd and quirky. He’s sensitive about mental il€8Who is Robert
Goren?”)

Dietz is saying that if Goren really had a mentHedence, the disorder would be
detrimental to his job. However, Adrian Monk clealjjes that opinion, as seen especially
in Tony Shalhoub’s comments.
Parenthood, 2010-present, Created by Jason Katims

As the name suggests, this show is about the garaband rewards that come
with being a parent, and it investigates theseobkihg at a large family with the
surname Braverman. Most of the show focusestesi@bn on the eldest, successful son
Adam Braverman (Peter Krause) and his stay-at-haeiigeKristina (Monica Potter).
They have a teenage daughter named Haddie, a earesid son named Max (Max
Burkholder), and at the beginning of season trageewborn daughter named Nora. It
seems that the message of the show is that pasehtbichaotic, but family prevails
through the chaos. Ratings for this show have meeen very good, and it even faced
cancellation around the end of season two. Howekerautistic character in the show
kept some members of the audience so interestethtea@lement may have kept it on
the air.
Case Study: Max Braverman, Performed by Max Burkhotler

Max is diagnosed with Asperger’'s Syndrome in t@es’ second episode, and

suspicions were first roused in the pilot. Maxyg €ontact is not great, as he always
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appears to be looking off in the distance, anddserhany obsessive interests, including
pirates, lizards, and bugs. He sees no reasacialige; when others encourage him to
make friends because it is fun, Max asks for oasaoe why it is fun to have a friend
(“Namaste No More”). Adam becomes frustrated Mak will not have a conversation
or share in his interests (“I'm Cooler than You k). Max is very specific about how
he eats his food and is particular about his sdeedthen events do not go the way he
wants or expects, he often throws tantrums. He doeunderstand that everyone else
does not share the same standards that he doaesaféeehe learns about his diagnosis.

One of the reasons that this show includes aralises autism is that the
creator’s son has Asperger’'s Syndrome. Jason Kakplains, “At first | wasn’t sure |
wanted to go there, but then | started to remertiizreveryone is dealing with
something, and the goal of great TV is to reachigarsal truth” (Cava). He explains
that autism in this show is supposed to be justhemassue that parents may face. “The
premise of the show is that your children aren’dwlbu expected them to be; that's what
you have to deal with as a parent. That works batthe level of Max as a child with
Asperger’s and a teenage daughter who was out sigppkit . . . It was scary to introduce
Max and Asperger’s into a series that was supptisbd a light, comedic family show.
But it was important for me to do, and | feel thdtas deepened the show as a whole,”
Katims says. He also explains that he hdpa®nthoodwill help “normalize” autism

and “take . . . the mystery out of it” (Arky).
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Most of the focus of the show is still on the pase and unfortunately they see
Max’s autism more as a detriment than a gift omeae opportunity. However, when
Max describes his disorder, he gives a differengppective than his family:

Having Asperger’'s makes some things very diffiéaitme, like looking
people in the eye or saying, “Hello.” So | dond those things very often.
Some things come very easily to me because | haperyer’s, like being
smart and remembering almost everything. Alsmeaans being tenacious
. ... Some people say that having Asperger’ssocametimes be a bad
thing, but I'm glad | have it because I think itrsy greatest strength. (“I'll
Be Right Here")

Two other television shows also will be featuredhis study, but not as many
details are needed. The first show is Syfy Chaswéphas(2011-12), which follows the
adventures of characters with supernatural alslit®ne member of this group, Gary
Bell (Ryan Cartwright), is autistic, and he is ddsed as a “tranducer,” meaning that he
has the ability to see and to interact with elentignetic signals in the air. Gary is
especially significant because he claims his idgntia rather shocking way. In one
episode, a young intimidator calls Gary a “retasghiich is a serious slur in the disability
community. Gary, clearly offended, responds, “Butistic; you're a retard!” (“Never
Let Me G0”). He also is determined to become irmahelent and to be taken seriously,
qualities other characters with autism do not abvsgek. The show also had, for a short

time, a non-verbal autistic character, Anna, whal$® determined to be independent
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(“Rosetta”). This show was very short-lived, ahd treators have not given reasons
why they saw a need to portray autism.

The other show this study will mention is the BB&iesSherlocka twenty-first
century reimagining of the Holmes mysteries. ls geries, Holmes (Benedict
Cumberbatch) stims and speaks in a very fast moeotoice, especially when he is
delivering his “deductions” about people he encetst On the episode “The Hounds of
Baskerville,” Detective Inspector Lestrade trieshimk of a word to describe Holmes’s
overt eccentricities, and Dr. Watson (Martin Freajreuggests, “Asperger’'s?” As of
yet, no further comment on Sherlock’s autism hanbwade on this show; perhaps the
closest comment he makes of himself is when hegwsdrat facetiously, describes
himself to another detective as a “high-functionsogiopath” (“A Study in Pink”). Like
Abed’s remark discussed earlier, Holmes’s use etéihm “high-functioning” may
harken to an autism diagnosis. Holmes also hagestied that he cannot help the way he
is, as he tells Watson, “I can't just turn it [laisility] on and off like a tap” (“The
Reichenbach Fall”).

The characters on these television shows, thdugimijority of them do not have
a definitive diagnosis of autism spectrum disorgé&inly do have autistic tendencies as
described in th®SM-IV. Like the films discussed in the previous chagte¥se shows
all discuss pertinent issues, such as certain typedationships, and share some of the
same intriguing images and themes. These willifsudsed in more detail in the

chapters that follow.
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CHAPTER 5

Autistic Identity Metaphors: The Masquerade andDe¢ective Motif

As seen in the previous chapters, autistic charmete often presented as
eccentric detectives who are amazingly able to wknaeiminals. Yet expressionless,
isolated, peculiar, and childlike, autistic chaeastare often tied to masks in other ways
as well. Therefore, the recurring images of costsiand autistic characters as detectives
will be discussed first for a number of reasonkeylappear to be the most ubiquitous
symbols in the selections for this study, but taksp can be seen as metaphors that
advance an autistic identity. These representafiocus on the positive characteristics of
an autism diagnosis, such as uniqueness and emharecgal abilities. We will see in
this chapter how these metaphors can be interpastestpressions of what it is like to
live with autism.

Autism and the Masquerade

Costuming is a unique metaphor because it serves than one function. Those
who have studied the utilization of costumes imthdave, of course, noticed this. Petr
Bogatyrev points out in his essay “Costume as a’Skat there is a dual function in
sartorial symbols: “In all cases, costume is bo#tanal object and sign” (13). Costumes
have a practical use and a symbolic interpretaiod,to understand costumes fully, one
must consider both functions. The practical useostumes in popular culture’s

interpretations of autism are unexpected, anddheving will argue that costumes
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portray more than one symbol, one that revealst@utdentity and another that reveals
neurotypical identity.

In Mozart and the Whal@fter Isabel Sorensen joins the autism supportgyrou
Donald Morton awkwardly tells her that a friend w&to invite her to a Halloween party.
Isabel seems very surprised that he is askingméebalf of another person, but as
Donald explains his reasoning, he offers sometheryg insightful:

Donald: | don’t go to the Halloween party ever. .So my friends dress
up on Halloween to hide who they really are, and uh
Isabel: That's sad but credible.
Donald: | have a costume, too, at home, but itatsveho | really am, and
nobody knows.
Isabel: You take me to the party. Wear your costuinvould be so
honored. In fact, let's not go to the party. Juset me at the mall.
Everyone’s in costume; they won’t even notice (Whispers) That'’s
what | love about Halloween!
How does a costume reveal and not conceal? Therstodd function of a costume is to
hide one’s identity by adopting another, yet somebBmnald’s costume subverts that
function, making his costume choice all the momalsglic.

However, the symbolism of his costume is not imiaedly apparent. Donald’s
costume is a whale, which does not seem to becphatly revealing of his character. At
that point in the movie, the audience knows thatda is interested in animals because

he has several pet birds, but he has never indicatenterest in whales. He meets
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Isabel, who is wearing a costume of composer Waoljgamadeus Mozart (hence the
title of the film). The audience can understandsymbolic qualities of Isabel's costume
more clearly as she tells Donald that Mozart’s mgsnnotes “anger, passion, and
transcendence,” qualities that Donald immediatetpgnizes as applying to Isabel. Yet
in order to understand Donald’s costume choicddisasks him:

Isabel: So, this is who you really are?

Donald: Yeah.

Isabel: This is so hot!

Donald: Yeah . ...

Isabel: So why is that? . . . . That you're a wRale

Donald: Well, there’s lots of reasons.

Isabel: Name six.

Donald: Well for one, they’re very big.

Isabel: Really?

Donald: Yeah.

Isabel: And?

Donald: Oh . . . all my life I've kind of felt likewas on the sidelines. |

was watching the parade go by, but when you’re aleylyou are the

parade!

Isabel: | bet you know all about whales.

Donald: Yes.

Isabel: Well, tell me.
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Donald: Well, it's a very long story.

Isabel: Well, the last bus isn’t for another twaihgy forty-seven minutes,

and three, no two, one, one second. Quick Domalldne!
This conversation does not divulge to the audiertice reasons why Donald identifies
with whales; the audience does not hear four resagbthe six Isabel requested. Yet, it
offers a clue; when Donald, who is autistic, acklealges that he knows “all about
whales,” he suggests that whales are his pervasieest. This is further supported
throughout the movie: after the Halloween date, &dhooks at pictures of whales, we
later see that his shower curtain is decorated figth and his friends say that his favorite
activity is whale watching. Isabel, who is alsadistic, seems to have a pervasive interest
in Mozart as well; after this Halloween date, shets murals on the walls of her
apartment while listening to Mozart's music, ane @ his most recognized pieces plays
during a tumultuous dinner scene. The other comimethis conversation about
Donald’s being in the parade instead of watchirggérade seems to explain not so
much who Donald is but who he wishes to be. Aussmetimes allows him to be only
an observer and not a participant in life, and teaty desires to participate. He feels
that when he is engaged in his pervasive intehesis being a participant. When Isabel
mimics Donald’s exactness with numbers, she ackedgéds that wish and participates
with him by reaching him through his fascinations.

Donald and Isabel choose costumes purposefullgusecthey represent

something that the characters desire, somethindhbg want to say about themselves.

This is very different from the typical function cbstumes, which studies of masquerade
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parties from the eighteenth century help defimeMasquerade and Civilization: The
Carnivalesque in Eighteenth-Century English Cultanel Fiction(1986), Terry Castle
describes how the typical function of costumessetgeonceal identity and superimpose
new identities:
From basically simple violations of the sartoriatle—the conventional
symbolic connections between identity and the tiraggpof identity—
masquerades developed scenes of vertiginous etkatetombination.
New bodies were superimposed over old; anarcheattital selves
displaced supposedly essential ones; masks, amsobscured persons
.. .. One became the other in an act of ecstapersonation. The true
self remained elusive and inaccessible—illegiblethinmiits fantastical
encasements. The result was a material devaluationitary notion of
the self . . .. The pleasure of the masqueradaddton the experience of
doubleness, the alienation of inner from outegradsy of two bodies
simultaneously and thrillingly present, self andesttogether, the two-in-
one. (4-5)

In Lloyd Davis’s study of the function of costunresixteenth-century dram&uise and

Disguise: Rhetoric and Characterization in the HsiglRenaissancd993), Davis

argues that the original purpose of costumes iistitover one’s identity:
First, [disguise] sets character as the authenticdeterminant origin of
disguise, even where disguise is a type of refeexigception . . . .

Disguise signifies the truth of “human nature” . Next, disguise is seen
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as a teleologically oriented to the affirmation aasolution of true

identity. Selfhood is the goal of disguise . Thirdly, disguise is

considered a means, perhaps a therapy, througlnwiature

individuality and full humanity can evolve and dege Disguise realizes

self-knowledge . . . . Lastly, disguise becomeseams of affirming the

“normal” range of personal relationships and hieghnaes. Disguise

socializes selfhood . . . (15-16)
These concepts offer significant commentary orethm/e example. The characters of
this study are not hiding when they assume a diggul he true self is always accessible,
and “self and other” are always together; even wtheg adopt the persona of their
costumes, these characters do so according toaeiinterpretations. Their costume
choices reveal the truth of the characters’ najwessblish selfhood, and offer a safe
space to socialize. These characters’ costumelsoade are associated with the
characters’ interests, personalities, and desifesthem, it does not matter if others
disapprove or misunderstand. Like Donald in hisleltostume, when these characters
wear their determined costumes, they are sayings‘i who | am. Accept me.” They
are asserting their identity.

Mozart and the Whalg commentary on costuming also brings to mind uer
theory initially proposed by psychoanalyst Joan&#&in “Womanliness as a
Masquerade” (1929). In this essay, Riviere dessribfemale patient who displays many
conventions expected of women: a loving wife, &gditt housekeeper, and a dedicated

professional in the workplace. However, this woraaperiences real anxiety and
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disturbing dreams that make her doubt that shero@nlive up to these conventions.
Riviere’s concludes that her patient uses theseastions as a disguise to conceal her
anxieties and doubts about her inadequate perfaenaefore people, particularly men,
who may be more capable. In Riviere’s words, “Walmess therefore could be
assumed and worn as a mask, both to hide the pomses$ masculinity and to avert the
reprisals expected if she was found to possess ttehras a thief will turn out his
pockets and ask to be searched to prove that hedbdise stolen goods” (38). Her
argument, then, is that when women act as theg)grected to act, they are not being
true to themselves. They are putting on a shopatify society.

Several critics have responded to Riviere’'s the@gme merely rephrase
Riviere’s concept of the masquerade in their owndspothers criticize its validity. Yet
many critics successfully apply Riviere’s idealieit own theories. In her essay “Film
and the Masquerade: Theorising the Female Spet{a&s2), Mary Ann Doane
combines Riviere’s theory with a number of othenif@st theories, including Laura
Mulvey’'s argument of the “gaze” in cinema, to eledie on ways to analyze female
characters in film, saying that the masquerade Btesurepresentation” (81-2). Kathleen
Woodward, in her essay “Youthfulness as a Masqegrd®88), suggests that the
illusion of youth presented through the means sheetics is a kind of masquerade
women use every day to make themselves more ptetssociety. Riviere’s theory
even has been discussed in Tobin Siebers’ms#bility Theory(2008) especially in
the context of “passing.” As other minority grougis some people with disabilities

attempt to pass as “normal” in order to gain acaeqd, yet sometimes they find they
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must overemphasize their disabilities in ordereiweive adequate accommodations. For
example, Siebers explains in his book that he ldasadility affecting his mobility as a
result of polio, but he has faced situations wheopte are insensitive to his disability
because he has the ability to walk. In one ingaan airport gatekeeper prevented
Siebers from boarding an airplane early becausedsenot in a wheelchair and therefore
was not visibly disabled. Therefore, to avoid migerstandings like this, Siebers
overemphasizes his limp at the airport so that eygas can more clearly detect that he
is indeed disabled (96-97).

Siebers makes a comment that is significant m¢hse:
Identities are a means of inserting persons irgasttial world. They are
narrative responses to and creations of sociatygalding cooperation
between people, representing significant theofesithe constructions
of the real, and containing useful information atoaw human beings
should make their appearance in the world . .isalflity identities would
seem to be the exception to this rule: they aregreed as a bad fit, their
relation to society is largely negative, and saauld seem, is their
theoretical value. In fact, the reverse may be.trwhile people with
disabilities have little power in the social wortteir identities possess
great theoretical power because they reflect petsgs capable of
illuminating the ideological blueprints used to stract social reality.

Disability identities, because of their lack of &erve as critical
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frameworks for identifying and questioning the cboaped ideologies on
which social injustices and oppression depdt@5, my emphasis)

Autism does not mold easily into a socially accbf@ahape, but Sieberssays that it is not
supposed to do so. Autism raises the questiorhat v8 “normal” and challenges the
notion that “normal” exists.

The above example Mozart and the Whaldoes not seem to be a masquerade in
the way that Riviere describes because in thispregation of the masquerade Donald
and Isabel are being true to themselves and refusiplay by society’s rules. This
example suggests, therefore, that autism is p@trag a “maskless” masquerade. These
characters do not use costumes to hide themselves keveal themselves. An autistic
mask is valid because it reflects the unique way tinese characters’ brains work, their
personalities, and their interests.

Many other examples of autistic characters’ “maskimasquerades” appear in
these popular culture offerings. They are mostroomin the television shows and are
usually, but not always, associated with Hallowekike Donald and Isabel’s costumes,
the outfits chosen by other characters are usaabpciated with their obsessive interests
but may also reflect some other aspect of thesgmlities.

In Adam,when Adam Raki and Beth Buckwald first meet, Ad#sks her if she
can see the sky from her apartment window, and Batiewhat sarcastically answers
that she might if her windows were not so dirtyatdr in the movie, she screams when
she sees Adam outside her window in an astrondutgng to clean her windows, and

then she invites Adam to come inside and talksrito HThis scene happens after Adam
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had explained his diagnosis to Beth, but in thensc she starts to see the kind of person
Adam really is. The sign of the astronaut suiteicté Adam’s pervasive interest in
astronomy.

In theBonesHalloween episode “The Mummy in the Maze,” tharentast of
characters is required to attend the JeffersonaloWeen ball. Dr. Temperance
Brennan says she intends to wear the costumeltbatiways wears for Halloween, but
she will not say what it is. In the middle of thgisode, the audience learns that it is a
costume of the superhero Wonder Woman. At fitst, distances herself from the
costume persona; when Seeley Booth suggests thBr&rnan put Wonder Woman’s
“Lasso of Truth” around herself, Dr. Brennan ansyérow, you're being irrational.

This lasso doesn’t actually work. These bracelets’t actually made of Amazonium.
They're stainless steel; they can’t stop a bullétét at the end of the episode, Brennan
starts spinning in a circle, which is the way t&inder Woman returns to her alter ego.
This outfit demonstrates Dr. Brennan’s personagya strong, powerful woman and as a
protector of truth, which is part of Wonder Womastigperpower and a quality that Dr.
Brennan values immensely. Brennan is assertisgdentity by indulging in the one

time of year when she can become her favorite sigper

Communityhas a Halloween episode every season, and Abeid dses not only
wear his costume but puts a good deal of thougbtiiacoming the character it
represents. The first season offers the best eeanfiphis phenomenon. Abed dresses
as Batman, and throughout the episode he speakgrinf voice and swishes his cape as

Batman would. Yet sometimes his interpretatiomsemore like a combination of
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Batman andRain Man which might be Abed’s autistic characteristicseeging. He
breaks character only once in this episode; whflaihes out at Abed that he is not
really Batman, Abed assumes his usual voice anmbness, “I know I'm not Batman.
You can try not being a jerk” (“Introduction to 8stics”). Abed is still being true to
himself by allowing his characteristics to comeotilgh and by acting as a favorite
character of popular culture. He wants neurotypitarealize what he is doing in this
costume as his comment to Jeff suggests.

In the second season, Abed and Troy wear costumega together; both
characters are from thdien series of movies. Yet when Troy notices that bsteme
does not impress girls, he decides at the last mbtoechange his costume into a
vampire, a decision that greatly hurts and offellded. He says to Troy, “What defines
a nerd, committing to an awesome Halloween costuitieyour best friend? Is that
what nerds do?” (“Epidemiology”). Abed demonstsdigat wearing a costume and
committing to its character are expressions ofriteyest in popular culture and also a
way to feel acceptance. Again, he wants his ngpicdl friend to understand the
expression of identity.

In season three @riminal Minds Dr. Spencer Reid demonstrates his fondness
for Halloween by dressing in an elaborate costuffgankenstein’s monster, complete
with a noose around his neck. As Reid greetsdwsockers, sneaking up on them and
handing out candy, Derek Morgan tells Reid thald¥aten bothers him because he does
not like people to be concealed by disguises. Besivers, “That’s the best thing about

Halloween; you can be anyone you want to be.” tAs ihappens, at that moment the
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team meets David Rossi for the first time, and Rmichediately takes off his monster
costume to greet him (“About Face”). The scenealestrates that Reid is not just a
“walking encyclopedia” and reveals more of his toharacter; he uses the costume to
connect with his friends and to reveal a more plbside of his identity, but he considers
it inappropriate or is otherwise uncomfortable thgpg such intimacy in front of Rossi,
a stranger whom he views as superior and as an Raid must be comfortable with this
new, intimidating person and get to know him asl&eague before Reid can reveal this
side of his identity to him.

On the Halloween episode bfonk Julie Teeger asks Adrian Monk to take her
trick-or-treating, and he wears the costume ofogsing guard as he escorts her. He tells
her that the last time he wore this outfit wasoliege, suggesting that it used to be his
uniform for an actual job. The costume represdtdak’s strict dedication to the law
and his desire for order and precision. He evenatetrates the costume’s power while
wearing it; he corrects other characters when gumgs his uniform’s title, contending
that he is a “safety patrol officer,” and when dhén run ahead of him to the curb, he
yells, “Hey wait, cross in the green, not in betn/é¢“Mr. Monk Goes Home Again”).
Therefore, this costume is also a demonstratidviarik’s identity.

We learn from the pilot episode Barenthoodhat Max Braverman insists on
wearing a pirate costume everywhere he goes. elepisode following the pilot, we
discover how much this behavior upsets his fathdagm, who fears that this insistence
will brand Max as a “freak” to his peers. When Msaifirst diagnosed with Asperger’s

Syndrome, Adam is most interested in “getting huh af that thing [the pirate
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costume],” but the psychiatrist teaches Adam thiathest to meet Max in his world
before forcing such a mandate on Max. At the ctddbe episode, Adam dresses as a
pirate too and plays with his son (“Man Versus Bos3. Adam does not understand
that asking Max to stop dressing in a costume ®pbrvasive interest is similar to telling
Max that he cannot be autistic, that he cannohbeéerson that he is, because the
costume represents Max’s identity.

The costume is important to Max, and he further alestrates his interest in
costumes iParenthoods second season’s Halloween episode. Max sugegeryone
when he announces that he desires to go againfrthikg’s tradition of staying home on
Halloween night; he wants to go trick-or-treatingd he further surprises his family by
wanting to dress, not as a pirate, but as a cockrf®range Alert”). Entomology is
another one of Max’s interests, and he wants to@eledge that side of himself as well.
The cockroach costume is just as much a part of &4as the pirate costume and is
therefore a further assertion of his identity.

The Big Bang Theorlyas the most examples of the importance of costurhe
first example occurs in the first season duringHladoween episode when Penny invites
her “nerd” friends to a Halloween party. Yet whbry meet before the party, the four
friends discover, quite distressingly, that theyénaach chosen the same costume: the
comic book hero the Flash. It is unusual that flitferent characters would choose the
same superhero costume, especially a comic bookaiea who is not as well-
recognized as Superman or Batman, but perhapsithseoeething about the Flash that

all four of these men desire to project into theentity. The Flash is probably more
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athletic than any of them, and he is also quickeslitadeptly demonstrating social
abilities that they lack. The scene therefore sstgthat these four core characters are
indeed, as the saying goes, “cut from the samé,tlahd there seems to be an
implication that they all suffer the same social athletic weaknesses.

Though the Flash scene is the more memorable anel comedic, the characters’
subsequent costume choices also reveal a goo@dbleat their personalities. Leonard
appropriates another “geeky” standby, Frodo Bagghtis is the only costume that
seems to be assembled at the last minute; it ¢ertditiis corduroy suit, a cape, pointy
ears, and fake furry feet. Even so, Frodo, asita$y hero, comprises many of the same
loyal and reluctantly brave qualities that Leondetnonstrates in this episode when he
confronts Penny’s abusive ex-boyfriend. Raj che@seironic costume, the Norse god
Thor. When Leonard asks why he chose that costRaeakes offense and accuses him
of being racist; Raj’'s costumes are often unexpukeata ironic. Raj assumes that
Howard has changed into a Peter Pan costume, watdalso takes offense and says
that he is Robin Hood. This seems to be anothgrokdemonstrating that Howard is
less mature than he thinks. Sheldon’s costumeeisnost unusual: a black suit with
vertical white stripes that become thinner as #ygyroach his navel. He indignantly
explains to Leonard, “I don'’t care if anybody g#td’'m going as the Doppler Effect!”
Nobody at Penny’s party understands Sheldon’s nusthhowever, he insists on giving
the party guests clues, thinking that his intentglhthen become clear. Sheldon decides

that the guests’ lack of understanding is “a scatimdictment of the American
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education system.” Yet he refuses to acquiescéhers popular interpretation of his
expression of identity, as seen in this conversatiith Leonard:

Leonard: Why don’t you just tell people you're dowa?

Sheldon: Why don’t you just tell people you're axféehe Seven

Dwarves?

Leonard: Because I'm Frodo.

Sheldon: Yes, well, I'm the Doppler Effect.
Yet, Leonard also refuses alternative interpretatiof his costume. When Penny’s ex-
boyfriend continually misinterprets Leonard’s casty Leonard keeps correcting him: I
am not a dwarf. I'm a hobbit. A hobbit! Are mrgig neurons in your hippocampus
preventing the conversion from short-term to loagyt memory?” The only member of
the group who does accept alternative interpretatad his costume is Howard. When
Penny thinks that he is dressed as Peter Pan dsendd correct her (“The Middle Earth
Paradigm”). This probably means that he is hapdilitany role that a female would
find acceptable in order to please her. Theseackens recognize how important these
costumes are to express identitty.

In the next season, the four main charactersisfstiow have another opportunity
to express themselves in costumes not associateddailoween. At the beginning of
“The Codpiece Topology,” the four are returningnfra Renaissance fair, and their
costume choices are reflections of their identitiesonard is dressed as a knight, which
once more represents his loyalty and chivalry. |I&reis a monk, which displays his

restricted, ritualistic lifestyle. His desire forder is further augmented as he complains
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about how historically inaccurate the fair was.wdod is dressed as a court jester, once
again revealing that he is made a fool by his @gulisinterpretation of proper social
interaction with women. Raj's costume, againyasic; he is a minstrel, but due to his
selective mutism, he is often unable to sing. h&t ¢lose of the episode, the young men
want to return to the fair, but to convince Sheltlmgo again to a place that he has
already criticized as incorrect and inferior, tlseygggest he dress as a futuristic character
coming to evaluate another planet in its Renaissasheldon, therefore, dresses as Mr.
Spock from the origingbtar Trek Since Spock is often regarded as an “honorgieéas
for his completely logical view of life, this coshe is also appropriate.

In the fourth season, the four male characterag&@ another costume venture
that more adequately demonstrates their identitieen they are invited to a New Year's
Eve costume party at their favorite comic bookestodbheldon decides for the group that
they will wear the same collective superhero costithat they wore for the previous
year’s party. They had gone as the Justice LeafjAenerica, based on a comic book
series where several popular superheroes joindor8beldon, Leonard, and Howard not
only wear the costume but accept the accompangngppas of the superheroes they
portray. Raj, however, is unwilling because histame, Aquaman, is not his first
choice. He is clearly upset that he must weardbstume, yet he seems to have put a
great deal of thought into it because he appeafdags riding a giant seahorse.
Howard is dressed as Batman, and much like Ab&bmmunityspeaks with a gruff
Batman-like voice, even grunting in pain (in thengaBatman-like voice) when Penny

punches him. Unlike Abed, however, during moghefepisode Howard is not in
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character. Leonard, who is the Green Lantern, doeassume his character’s persona,
but when Penny calls him the Green Arrow (anothpeghero), he corrects her saying
that “There’s a big difference.” Sheldon as thashl however, relishes assuming his
character. When he is anxious, he jogs back amid $aying, “This is how the Flash
paces.” He knocks incessantly on Penny’s doof shé opens it, and then he explains,
“I'm the Flash. | just knocked thirty thousand &m” Even at the end of the episode,
when Leonard annoys him, Sheldon imagines runnitigeaspeed of light to the Grand
Canyon, screaming out his frustration and returjuisgas quickly. On the other hand,
when the ensemble is presented the real opportimniig heroes as they witness a
robbery while they are still dressed in their Jiestieague costumes, they choose to leave
the scene (“The Justice League Recombination”jimately, they recognize that their
costumes are merely disguises and that the perdosiahey imply are only symbolic.
However, they still recognize the costumes as esgiwas of identity, particularly in their
interests in popular culture.

Some may argue that using a disorder to assed mheatity is not a good
practice. Susan Sontag in “lliness as Metaphonteads that this practice is wrongwhen
she states, “Feelings about evil are projected amtisease. And the disease (so enriched
with meanings) is projected onto the world” (58).Sontag'’s interpretation, identifying
someone by his/her disease or disorder leads gmmjtect the evils of the disease onto
the individual with the condition. Some peopldisability Studies agree, which is why
they assert the politically correct “person-firthguage so that the individual with a

disability will always be identified not by his/hdisability but as a person first. For
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example, instead of saying someone is blind, hasstesribed as a person with
blindness. Others in the Disability Studies fi¢dldwever, resist this “person-first” way
of thinking and wish to claim their disabilities part of their identities. In the
introduction to her seminal bodkaiming Disability(1998), Simi Linton encourages
people with disabilities to accept their conditi@sspart of themselves and “let [their]
freak flag fly” (3).

The section of the disability population that seeambe the most willing to claim
this part of its identity is the autistic populatjand they do so by resisting person-first
language. Autistic activist Jim Sinclair explainghis essay “Why I Dislike Person-First
Language” (1999) that saying one is a “person waithsm” rather than an “autistic
person” suggests that autism is not importantab plerson’s identity and implies
negative connotations regarding autism, but mak#yphrase implies that autism can be
removed from the person and that he or she woutldeame person. Significantly,
Sinclair uses a sartorial metaphor to explain ploisit:

| can be separated from things that are not partegfand | am still . . . the
same person. | am usually a “person with a pwbid,” but | could also

be a “person with a blue shirt” one day, and a$parwith a yellow shirt”
the next day, and | would still be the same perbenause my clothing is
not a part of me. But autisima part of me. Autism is hard-wired into the
ways my brain works. | am autistic becausannotbe separated from

how my brain works . . . . If | did not have aniatit brain, the person |
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am would not exist. | am autistic because autsamnessentialfeature of
me as a person. (emphasis Sincldjr's

As a result, this study asserts that it is peryeaticeptable for autistic characters to
identify themselves as autistic through their idesg, to “reveal who [they] really [are].”
If their autism were taken away, they would nothme same characters. Costumes are an
effective way of exploring and projecting this idign

Yet there is another symbolic way that disguisesuaed that is equally
significant in the selections discussed here ircvldisguisesire meant to conceal.
After the astronaut suit occurrenceAdam Adam goes with Beth to a masquerade-
themed restaurant. Everyone at this restaurasitiding Beth, wears a mask or some
other sort of costume, except for Adam. Seeingrigsterious patrons of the restaurant
staring at him makes Adam anxious, and he sugtestsie and Beth should leave, but
Beth mildly chides him to break out of his “meatifer.” At their table, Adam hides
behind his menu, the only mask he can find. Wated director Max Meyers does not
explain what he is trying to communicate throughk ftene in the DVD commentary,
but he describes Adam as being “in dire strai: initial interpretation of this scene
could be that people with autism cannot truly donask, yet this symbol seems to be
more significant than that analysis. The audierareeasily see the fear in Adam'’s face.
He knows, looking at these neurotypical strangéis, costumed or not, he is out of place

and therefore does not belong.

! Bold face instead of italics is used in the orégjitext
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Terry Castle offers a viable way of viewing someerho comes to a masquerade
without a costume, using a scene from the n@egliliaas an example that helps add
meaning to the masquerade scenadam
One wonders, however, whether Cecilia’s conspicuess is so
unpleasing on a deeper level . . . . True, her édekcostume challenges
the spirit of the occasion; in sociological terrhe stands in relation to the
masked crowd rather as a naked person, in theargdworld, would to a
group of clothed persons. She has broken theatiw#esartorial contract,
and by extension, the implicit decorum of the gra@g1-72)
The idea that Adam is depicted as naked in thigymersde scene is further implied in a
previous scene. Beth reads to her first-gradeesiisd' The Emperor's New Clothes” and
afterwards engages them in discussion. The intmitas that Adam can be compared to
the boy who announces that the emperor is naketh ®alizes that such blunt honesty
is sometimes necessary when she tells her stuttexttshe likes the candid boy. The
masquerade scene, however, suggests that at taeresg Adam is the emperor, lacking
the proper attire for the occasion or “breakingghdorial code,” according to Castle.
He can try to pretend to be “normal” and to fitle crowd, but the menu cannot mask
him.
In the same way, just being in the company ofwaatgpical person does not
automatically make an autistic person part of loevd. Later inAdam an unnamed
character says, “Look, either you believe that huilp@ings share some basic similarities,

or you just throw the towel in.” It seems easygepople in the modern era to understand
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the displaced context of minorities who feel at®dda majority culture, but with an
autistic person, a similar understanding may natdemunicated. Autistic people and
neurotypical people generally look the same philgicke difference is usually more
behavioral and generally based on perceptionsir BeBavior causes autistic people to
be out of place and to stand out in a crowd becaeseotypical people tend to overlook
the “basic similarities” and instead focus on déieces. When comparing behavior and
perception, these groups are not very similarlatidierefore, the restaurant scene with
Adam suggests that neurotypicals have their owtoalrcode, and if autistic people
want to associate successfully with neurotypidalsy must learn the code or risk
embarrassing exposure.

Autism may not masquerade in Riviere’s sensetlbsitmoment fromAdam
suggests that neurotypicality is a masqueradee Rikiere’s client, neurotypical
characters sense that there is a code they mist/foi order to be accepted. Failure to
follow these rules results in oppression and osmady society. Autistic people may
attempt to follow this code with some successthey often fall short. They frequently
do not understand the way that neurotypical petiyik or act, so they cannot always
“pass” as neurotypical and put on a neurotypicaqea as effortlessly as putting on a
mask. There are several examples in the seleibtesldnd television shows that portray
struggle of autistic characters to learn this caitber trying on different costumes or
personas in order to create a better “fit” in néyptcal society or failing to participate in

the neurotypical masquerade as Adam does.



165

In My Name is Khanwhile courting Mandira, Rizvan Khan observes anooker
having a conversation with Mandira regarding a go&rf. The co-worker says, “Pink is
soyour color.” In the next scene, Mandira is joggimith the same co-worker and Khan
joins them, wearing a bright pink sweater. “Piakamy color,” he tells Mandira. He
realizes that in order to get Mandira’s attentiommust wear a costume. Qtean
HeavenDafu’s friend Ling wears a clown costume, and o she shows her approval
of him and acceptance of his friendship is by paghDafu’s face in clown makeup.
Even though he interacts with Ling when she isindter costume, Dafu identifies her
with her costume, as is understood when Dafu rwas/drom home to look for Ling and
is found sitting next to a Ronald McDonald statirethe film Temple Grandinwhen
Temple Grandin is not allowed on to the feedlog disguises herself to look like the
other workers. As aresult, she is let throughghie because she becomes like
everybody else. In another scene, when convengiguires Temple to wear more proper
attire, she purchases clothes that look more fobubalso have a Western theme and
also purchases and wears cow pins. Expressingghisfaction with both purchases,
Temple says that she likes her new clothes bedhagalo not irritate her skin, and when
Temple puts on her cow pins, she tells herselfatBmy rank. They’'ll see that.” In
doing this, she finds a way to meet social coneenéind to express her identity
simultaneously.

At the beginning of 8oston LegaHalloween episode, Shirley Schmidt allows
her attorneys to dress in costumes in order totbnosale. As she is explaining this to

one of the partners, Jerry Espenson passes byingdas regular clothes. At this point
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in the series, Jerry is not a member of the fironha is not bound by the office memo.
Nevertheless, he stands out so starkly that Shities at Jerry as he passes (“Trick or
Treat”). When he rejoins the firm and is up fortparship, Jerry dresses for Halloween
in an elaborate costume of Little Bo Peep, completie makeup, possibly thinking that
he will be deemed more socially acceptable if i@pates in the Halloween custom.
The only problem is that he is misinformed of tla¢edfor the Halloween party and
comes, clad in costume, a day early. Jerry faithis incident to learn the neurotypical
sartorial code, since costumes are only socialtgpiable on Halloween. As a result, he
feels exposed and embarrassed (“Happy Trails™),gs®Adam feels when he appears
without costume at a masquerade.

Jerry makes use of another costume on a regusss. bBeginning in the episode
“The Good Lawyer,” Espenson develops the habiebfing on a prop, a wooden
cigarette, on the advice of a therapist. Whenute p between his teeth, Jerry acts like a
completely different person who is sarcastic artébi Jerry admits that he feels more
confident when he uses the cigarette prop andhihéa “not sure without it” (“The
Innocent Man”). He probably believes that he appe@re neurotypical when he has
the prop. Perhaps, in some ways he does; hesatteagh he has the same irritation as
someone with a nicotine addiction would. Yet, villk wooden cigarette between his
teeth, he also is more alienating and less empatiogtard people, so it could be that he
is freer to reveal his misunderstanding of soadiadjz Still, he is certainly not true to his
usual self, and that might be part of the reasem#urotypicals resist this costume. His

friend Alan Shore tells Jerry plainly that he does like Jerry’s personality when he uses
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the wooden cigarette, saying that it makes Jeftgrable, horrible person” (“Guise and
Dolls”). Sometimes when Jerry chews on the ciganghile in litigation, Jerry’s office
mate Katie Lloyd yanks the prop out of his mouttcing him to revert to his regular
personality (“The Mighty Rogues”). Therefore, J&rattempt to appear more
neurotypical and acceptable is a failure.

A few episodes o€ommunityexplore the idea of appearing in neurotypical
fashion but address the idea of persona more thstnme. In “Physical Education,” the
Greendale study group tries to convince Abed Niadinitiate a romantic relationship
with a young woman who, apparently, is infatuatetth\Wwim. Jeff Winger encourages
Abed to “be himself,” but when the group brings Alie the cafeteria to meet the girl, he
refuses to move closer to her table. He tells tH€m being myself . . . .  wouldn’t go
over there.” They ask him to try, and he procdedsrd her, hissing and sticking out his
tongue. Britta Perry realizes, “| know that wealegood people, and good people
believe that people should be themselves, but Ak himself, he’s going to die alone.”
So the group encourages Abed to pretend to be swrese, which is not difficult for
Abed because he easily impersonates characterddétemsion and movies. He explains
to his friends that he has taken their advice tedimaeone else only to keep his friendship
alive with them, saying that he is happy with hithséle realizes that wearing a costume
or putting on a performance is necessary sometioutd)e declines to forsake his own
personality.

In the second season, in the episode “Criticath Studies,” Abed changes again

when Jeff meets Abed on his birthday at an expensstaurant. Jeff knows
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immediately when he sees Abed that something i diffierent, as Abed is dressed more
formally than usual. Jeff narrates, “Abed was geireird, and by that | mean asn’t
being weird. He was hugging, smiling, making egatact, and in thirty seconds he
hadn’t made a referenceaaything. | had come in worried about him, thinking he
needed help, but seeing him like this made me moreed than ever.” Later, Jeff
learns that Abeds using a costume; Abed pretends in this incidelet@an eccentric,
neurotypical character from the filMy Dinner with Andren an attempt to connect with
Jeff more effectively. When Jeff discovers whatdh&ying to do, Abed’s ruse falls
apart, and he starts acting more like himself.ekgains to Jeff, “Everyone else is
growing and changing all the time, and that’s maily my jam.” Jeff, however, says
that Abed does not have to change his personalif.is perhaps one of the few
neurotypical characters in this study who prefhesdutistic character without the
neurotypical mask.

One episode d€ommunitysuggests that autistic people cannot successfully
predict what neurotypical people will act or thinkcause their mental structures are
entirely different, and it does so through a corpglexperimentation with personae.In
the episode “Virtual Systems Analysis,” Abed regdal his roommate, Annie Edison,
that he sometimes uses the “Dreamatorium” to emadutistic fantasies more privately
in order to simulate and try to predict how higffls in the study group might react in
various situations. He tells Annie that his fargasare distilled by logic and then
recombined into objective observation,” so he féelss being completely scientific in

discovering his friends’ behavior. Annie, howearggests that before performing such



169

“simulations,” he should consider how his own atsi@affect others. The notion causes
Abed to panic, and he falls to the floor. Wherrdgains consciousness, he does not act
like himself but acts like the other main charastiartheCommunitycast. None of his
impressions of them is entirely accurate becausgiticorporate his monotone voice, his
gestures, and his flat facial expression. Anniplseasking to talk to Abed, but Abed
acts as though he no longer exists. He tellshadrite is playing “a simulation being run
through a filter of other people’s needs. Abedsmfiltered out because nobody needs
him.” Annie’s suggestion that he become more ehgiat greatly hurts Abed because he
feels as though she is saying that his own perggmalorthless. When she finally
“finds” Abed by imitating him, he imagines himseliained inside a locker, explaining to
her, “It's a place where people like me get put wheeryone’s fed up with us.” Annie
explains to him that his “simulations” actually aenanifestation of the anxieties that he
shares with everyone, and with that knowledge sdesthim from his imaginary bonds.

One of the most iconic scenes in the Oscar-winfiingRain Manoccurs when
Charlie and Raymond Babbit ride down an escaldtaraasino wearing matching tailor-
made, gray suits. Itis perhaps the only momettiermovie that they actually look like
brothers, that they are “cut from the same clothat is more, Raymond Babbit
actually looks “normal,” even attractive. This sedbecomes significant when
considering prior scenes discussing clothing. Rayars need for consistency insists that
he must buy all his clothes from K-Mart in Cincitiret a specific address; he refuses to
wear briefs that his brother purchased for him bsedhey are too tight for his comfort.

Charlie, however, cannot accept this limitationpia point in their journey, he stops the
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car just so he can yell, “What difference doesakmwhere you buy underwear? What
difference does it make? Underwear is underwéad underwear wherever you buy it,
in Cincinnati or wherever! You know what | thinRay? | think this autism is a bunch
of shit ‘cause you can’t tell me you're not in taesomewhere!” There is some
significance to the fact that Charlie links Raymargpecific sartorial choices to his
autism. Charlie’s vulgarity and frustration priniarespond to Raymond’s autistic
behaviors.

In light of this scene, it seems remarkable thegrRond can abide donning the
grey suit in Las Vegas. Nevertheless, he doesharahd Charlie have a memorable
conversation about it at the casino:

Charlie: He did a great job on that suit. You deealize how good you
look. Do you like it?
Raymond: It's not K-Mart.
Charlie: How could you not like that suit? You kolantastic, Ray. How
can you not like that suit?
Raymond: It's not a K-Mart suit.
Charlie: I'm going to let you in on a little secret
Raymond: Yeah.
Charlie: K-Mart sucks. Okay?
Raymond: Yeah.
In this conversation, and also in the successttigabrothers share in gambling at the

casino, Raymond Babbit is taught this lesson: ecostmatters more than K-Mart. If he
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wants to be noticeable, attractive, and succedsfuhas to wear society’s clothes. It
seems this is a lesson that Raymond takes with Ainthe end of the movie, Raymond
wears a suit to meet his caretaker, who asks hWvouldn’t you be more relaxed in your
favorite K-Mart clothes?” Raymond replies by rejpeg Charlie’s comment regarding
K-Mart.

These examples do not follow Davis’s ideas abdwtwlisguises do because they
resist selfhood. Rather, these choices suggeBtjtss said, that if autistic people
present themselves as who they really are theynetlbe liked. The only way to be fully
accepted in a predominantly neurotypical societg isostume the autistic person
successfully and to have him act “normal,” thahisyrotypical. However, as many of
these examples demonstrate, for an autistic petisahmay not be possible. Even when
autistic people succeed in passing for neurotyptbaly must become different people, as
shown in the dramatic changes Abed displays ipbirayal of the character fromy
Dinner with Andreor how Jerry changes with the addition of his m@gf@; both of these
options are still perceived as undesirable to rtgprcals with whom they interact.

Again, it is intriguing that the media recognizesis a change; these examples
demonstrate the difference that these characteeswgh the rest of society and how
they cannot seem to conform no matter how hard ttyeyut they also question what a
“cure” for autism would really do. Would it sulistie someone completely different in
the place of the autistic person who has been tt@re

Siebers concludes that “The masquerade countgrasssng, claiming disability

rather than concealing it . . . . The masqueratifiduhe desire to tell a story steeped in
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disability, often the very story that society does$ want to hear, by refusing to obey the
ideology of ability” (118). If neurotypicality ia masquerade, autistic people do not need
it. Woodward, on the other hand, suggests thamiasquerade can simultaneously
represent a “submission to dominant social coddsaarresistance to them” (125).
Grandin arguably discovered this dichotomy whendslessed formally but donned cattle
pins to demonstrate her “rank,” expressing herasteand identity while submitting to
the sartorial code. Likewise, Donald Morton weasiit to work but hangs his whale
costume on the coat rack, year-round, effectivetpgnizing both identities. Obviously,
this “happy medium” is not easily realized, busiperhaps possible.

The costume metaphor is both powerful and posiie@ause it recognizes that
autistic people have their own, unique identitlemay be that costumes provide a way
for autistic people to more comfortably “reveal wiitey] really [are].” However,
through further examining the costume metaphogrdlict between autistic and
neurotypical becomes clear, and arguably sugdgestsah autistic identity is preferred.
Autistic people cannot adopt the neurotypical sat@ode. For the “maskless
masquerade” to remain natural, autistic people rmasitain a sartorial code of their
own, and neurotypicals must recognize it as acbépta
The Detective Motif

It seems no small coincidence that most of thevislon characters selected for
this study are, in some form or another, detectivigdsey each have different specialties
and methods, but they fit comfortably in the mygtgenre, particularly for classic,

analytical, “soft-boiled” detective fiction. Mosef them are professional and are
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associated with law enforcement. Detective RoGeren fromLaw and Order:
Criminal Intentis the only one officially with the “force.” Adan Monk (MonK) is a
former detective working as a consultant with tbege. Dr. Temperance Brennan, Dr.
Zack Addy (both fronBone$, and Dr. Spencer Reid (fro@riminal Mindg all consult
with the FBI on murder cases.

There are others who are not associated with antydf law enforcement but
who still solve mysteries on a regular basis. yJEspenson, frorBoston Legalis a
lawyer, and though his career is meant to preserdlient favorably, in criminal cases he
sometimes uses his detective skills to prove tlsatlfent is innocent. Dr. Gregory
House is a doctor, and though he investigates fmghohis interest is in solving medical
mysteries, and his character is based on Sherlotkés. Other autistic characters have
been seen figuratively taking up the magnifyingsglavhen necessary. When Abed
Nadir fromCommunitysuspects foul play, he takes on the guise and parsiovarious
detectives in popular culture, specifically Batnfdroosball and Nocturnal Vigilantism”)
and a parody dboctor Whonamed Inspector Spacetime (“Curriculum Unavailahley
help him pursue the game afoot. Dr. Sheldon Coapérthe other charactersTdie Big
Bang Theoryseem to view themselves as detectives of mystefigse universe. Cooper
once claimed that his job description, in an Eimsésque manner, is “to tear the mask
off nature and stare at the face of God” (“The Baci®r Factor”). He also implies that
his eventual goal as a theoretical physicist gastulate a grand unified theory that will

“explain everything” (“The Zazzy Substitution”).
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The autistic detective is not a phenomenon limitetklevision but also occurs in
popular literature. As mentioned previousiine Curious Incident of the Dog in the
Night-Timeby Mark Haddon, a novel narrated by a teenagerapparently has
Asperger’s Syndrome, is also a mystery. It is §&bpher Boone’s interest in classic
detective stories that motivates him to discoveo itied his neighbor’s pet dog, and the
title of the novel is inspired by one of Sherloc&liMes’s most famous quotations from
the story “Silver Blaze.” Similarly, Stieg LarsssmookThe Girl with the Dragon
Tattoo(2008) features a young detective named Lisbetan8alr who is incredibly gifted
in memory and intelligence but who is also veryialbcdistant. As she complains about
her differences to another character, calling hieastreak,” the other character silently
wonders if Lisbeth has Asperger’'s Syndrome (551-52)

Yet, arguably, this trend of autistic detectivegg back even farther. Some avid
mystery readers say it began with the most famiatisrial detective of all time, Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. Brillianaengbined with social aloofness and
eccentricities have caused some Conan Doyle retalpmnder if Holmes may be on the
spectrum. This conjecture is largely a matteragyar opinion, but some scholars have
written essays pondering the topic, including AchNael Maher (“Was Sherlock Holmes
Autistic?”) and writer for thésychology Todallog Brain Snack¥arl Albrecht (“Did
Sherlock Holmes Have Asperger's Syndrome?”). Maéthatzgerald, who has proposed
several posthumous diagnoses of famous figurdsilmiimanities, postulates that
Holmes’s autistic traits might be apparent bec&s@an Doyle demonstrated autistic

traits (80-86). Recent popular culture versionthefHolmes mysteries pursue this
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theory. The creators éfouse, Law and Order: Criminal InterandMonkall admit that
their characters are based on characters from ehad$ mysteries, which may be an
explanation why these recent interpretations ohtéa display autistic traits. The BBC
seriesSherlockeven questions directly if Holmes is autistic, asdssed in the previous
chapter.

Even if Holmes is not autistic, the selected tisiew characters certainly echo his
legacy. They are not ordinary detectives; theysaramoned to solve the most baffling
and high-risk crimes, and they are nearly alwayseassful in bringing those guilty
parties to justice. These autistic detectives’hods often mystify onlookers but silence
naysayers. Monk looks as if he regularly doesripossible as he solves multiple
“locked room mysteries.” Defense Attorney Carviteio has doubts about Detective
Goren’s intuitions, but Goren only responds by jprguo be right. If not confused by
their methods, witnesses often marvel at the degstttechniques and specialties. For
example, when he first meets Dr. Brennan, Agente§dgooth argues with her that she
is destroying valuable evidence when she remoess firom a murder victim, but she
replies, “On the contrary, | anevealingevidence” (“The Parts in the Sum of the
Whole”). The idea that evidence of murder candusé in bones is one with which
Booth struggles early in his partnership with Bramnin the pilot he tells her, “Scientists
don’t solve murders; cops do.” Yet Brennan andtbam at the Jeffersonian prove again
and again that her science can and does solveegusass effectively as do the police.

Given what popular culture understands about i tisere are other professions

that lend themselves to an easy association wdihgnosis on the spectrum, such as



176
eccentric scientists or absent-minded professéet, why are there so many detectives
in popular culture who appear autistic? When ow@arenes the accepted conventions of
detective fiction, one sees traits consistent aithistic behavior. Popular culture has
recognized these curious similarities and hasceeftethem in detective characters.

First, it is understood that a good detectivexisegnely observant. In S. S. Van
Dime’s famous “Twenty Rules for Writing Detectivéo8es,” (1928) rule six states,
“[The Detective’s] function is to gather clues thall eventually lead to the person who
did the dirty work [early]; and if the detectivea®not reach his conclusions through an
analysis of those clues, he has no more solvepraotdem than the schoolboy who gets
his answer out of the back of the arithmetic [b6¢kP0). A detective has to be
observant in order to spot clues. Edgar Allen Pdeiguste Dupin and Conan Doyle’s
Holmes are both good at making observation ankdolmes, especially, has a knack for
noticing a wealth of seemingly irrelevant minuti@zoat people and then using that
information to develop inferences that he referagddeductions” (Binyon 10-11). In
the same way, autistic television detectives use tinique vision to find the tiny details
(missed by most people) which slam a case shune8mes they gather their
observations in unusual ways, such as Monk patiagtime scene with his hands
spread in front of him, or Goren standing on afptat above a murder scene to get a
different angle.

Autistic people have the capacity to be keenlyraved detail. As stated in
Chapter One, thBSMdiagnosis lists as a symptom of autism “persigeadbccupation

with parts of objects.” A neurotypical observeghtitend to focus more on the persons
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involved and the social aspects of a case, butiastia person might be drawn to minute
details of a crime scene and notice vital clueis €ould be an area where lack of eye
contact is beneficial; averted eyes might noticeething everyone else misses. Itis
certainly not unheard of for an autistic persopéeoceive or to interpret the world
differently than neurotypical people do. Therefane autistic person could very possibly
notice something that neurotypical people do fidte problem is that an autistic
individual may not naturally be able to explain@understand such clues as readily as a
detective would. For that, perhaps extra trainuoglld be necessary.

Another trait of analytical detectives is profountklligence. Finding clues is
only the first step in solving a crime; making detions based on those clues is the
second step. Some of the best detectives intlilerdnave an encyclopedic amount of
knowledge and an impressive, if not eidetic, memdrigese features are arguably the
most memorable and notable traits of analyticakctetes. As previously discussed, all
of the selected television characters have thagis th common, and though it is not an
official criterion of an autism diagnosis, manyiatit people possess these traits also.
Some interpretations of intelligence in these tisien characters rather vividly
emphasize an autistic frame of mind. For examplene episode dfriminal Mindsas
Reid is piecing a string of clues together, hetstaking to himself, and pictures of the
clues flash before his face (“The Fisher King P&t In the Sherlockepisode “The
Hounds of Baskerville,” Holmes shoos everyone duhe room, including Watson, so
that he may retreat into his “mind palace.” Whil¢hat state, Holmes sees everything he

knows about the clues appearing before him, argbhe through them until they make
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sense. These dramatic depictions both are reremigd the idea that autistic people
think in pictures.

The next trait does not have so much to do wighatbility to solve a case as much
as it does with the detective’s character, andritainly is consistent with autistic
behavior: social distance. Another one of Van Bimeles points to this trait, that a
murder mystery must not have a love interest, éxiplg that “The business in hand is to
bring a criminal to the bar of justice, not to lgria lovelorn couple to the hymeneal altar”
(189-90). Of course, several detectives in litmatnd especially in television break that
rule, but the selected television detectives uguaBist romantic relationships. Even if
they do engage in such a relationship, it is eitfeey brief or takes a very long time to
develop.

Beyond romance, though, the notion that the detec aloof and distant is
probably not so much a rule as it is a traditiohicl probably started with Sherlock
Holmes. Vincett Starrett in his essay on Holme&'aracter cites the passage in “A
Scandal in Bohemia” (1933), stating that Holmesdthed every form of society with his
whole Bohemian soul’”” and argues that this linesddoet mean that Holmes is a
misanthrope. “The wordocietyis poorly chosen,” Starrett states. “What Watson .
intended to convey was thsacial lifeoffended the Bohemian soul of his companion”
(147, emphasis Starrett’'s). Many later detectireduding the “hard-boiled” detectives,
appear as loners, not interested in having loversaking friends. As Van Dine implies
in his romance rule, the detective’s social lifaat the focus of the story. The

detective’s function is not to make friends bustdve murders. Of course, the reason
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most detectives are aloof is not because they tlamaerstand people or how to
socialize, but because they choose to be detaddedever, the television characters
under discussionhere definitely have social defiaitd, being autistic, cannot choose to
be adeptly interpersonal. Still, crime detecti®iome vocation in which having social
deficits may be advantageous.

The final trait of fictional detectives that is@igable to autism is eccentricity.
This also is not a “rule,” but Gary Niebuhr in llistective fiction guid®&ake Mine a
Mystery(2003) notes that eccentric detectives composeal@osub-genre of amateur
detectives because they make for entertainingfiat87). This might have to do with
the convention that one must be a little odd talgenius. Therefore awkward
behaviors, like stimming, could be seen as paat détective’s peculiar thought process.
The television characters discussed in this stedyamly do have many eccentricities,
and that is part of what makes them memorable apdipr.

There are also some ways that these televisi@tudts have demonstrated
evolution in the detective fiction genre. Onenighe detective’s character development.
Generally, mystery fiction is not about the detezthut is about the crime. The
detective’s function is to solve the crime, to pd@/the story’sleus ex machina
Therefore, very little of the detective’s persolifal or background is revealed. The
television detectives, however, are more complexatters than their literary
predecessors. Their personalities, backgroundest@and interests all contribute to their
function as characters and add more human intefidss is especially true for Dr.

Brennan and Monk, who both strive to solve a peabmystery related to their pasts.
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For Dr. Brennan, this personal mystery concernslib&ppearance of her parents, which
she solves in the first two seasons of the shoar. Monk, it is solving the death of his
wife Trudy, which is ongoing throughout the seriémllowing these personal mysteries
adds more drama to the series and causes the eedteesympathize with the characters.

Another aspect of detective fiction that changethese television detectives can
be seen in the form of the sidekick. In anothéo$eules, Ronald A. Knox’s “Detective
Stories Decalogue” (1929), the ninth commandmetitasthe sidekick be a fool with
intelligence slightly below the reader’s. In Knexvords, “[I]f [a sidekick] does exist, he
exists for the purpose of letting the reader haspaaring partner, as it were, against
whom he can pit his brains. ‘I may have been #&’fbe says to himself as he puts the
book down, ‘but at least | wasn’t such a doddefog as poor old Watson™ (196). The
television detectives in this study sometimes ressstants, but they are by no means
fools. In fact, their function is to fill gaps the social, psychological, or physical deficits
of the detectives and to perform tasks that theafiees cannot. Dr. Brennan interprets
forensic evidence, but Booth analyzes suspectgénrogation, which Brennan is unable
to do since she does not understand people socidibnk’s assistants, Sharona and
Natalie, both allow him to function by performinly the small tasks that Monk is unable
to do because of his limiting condition. Certaidbhn Watson in the BBCSherlockis
not a “doddering fool.” After all, he is a doct@and he serves as a sensible, reasonable
character, even acting as Holmes’s conscience &ilsoitim when he is not being

socially appropriate, much in the same way Dr. @filsloes for Dr. House. The
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detectives’ sidekicks exist to facilitate the smntbecause the detectives cannot always
do it alone.

With all these depictions of autistic detectivase might read this motif as a
stereotype. It suggests that autistic people oanlze detectives or that they all have the
amazing mental skills that these detectives dothaitis not always the case in reality.
Disability Studies critic Michael Bérubé arguesin essay “Disability and Narrative”
(2005) that popular culture makes the case thawihly worth having a disability if one
can do something exceptional with it. He usessdwxamples, includinlylonk

[T]his linkage is simply a reversal of the more fBan narrative dynamic
in which disability is rendered as exceptionalitgldhereby redeemed—
as when Dumbo finds that the source of his sharaetislly the source of
his power. This narrative “redemption” of disatyilis, however, slightly
different from theRain Manlogic by which it turns out to be a good idea
to bring your autistic brother to Las Vegas to dozards for when you
leave Vegas, your brother is still autistic, whergathe rendering of
disability as exceptionality, the disability itselffectively disappears. To
take an example from contemporary television, T8hglhoub’s
obsessive-compulsive detective, Monk, shows us@@D is a
particularly good disability for a detective to leavaising the possibility
that certain kinds of disability make one a morke glarticipant in certain

kinds of narrative—since detective fiction is alrhalvays recursive,
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rewarding those characters in the narrative whdaherenost capable
readers of the tropes of detective fiction. (569)
In the context of his discussion of “redemptionratives,” Bérubé’s comment
impliesthat Obsessive Compulsive Disorder is osligful if one can solve a murder with
it. Unless disability is a source of strengthsia source of shame.
The above argument does have merit but only ihtbéf is regarded negatively.
One can regard some more positive aspects of tistiadetective. First, it is worth
mentioning that popular culture does not suggedtdhe must have autism or some other
disability to be an accomplished detective. Fatance, two other successful mystery
shows PsychandThe Mentalistfeature protagonists who solve mysteries simgly b
being extremely observant; it is through cunningridma that these characters advance
the ruse that they have amazing psychic abilitla€Elementarythe Americanized
version ofSherlock Sherlock Holmes has no indication of autism; thisve focuses
more on his recovery as a heroin addict. Alsopmes of this study’s selected shows,
such aCriminal Minds autistic detectives work as part of a team coragasainly of
neurotypicals, each with a different specialty aadh just as capable of solving crimes.
Mostly, however, the detective motif suggests pgeaiple with autism can
contribute to society in a positive way. Autidietective characters use both their
strengths and weaknesses to an advantage. These db not necessarily say that an
autistic person must be a detective; they suggedinfy ways to use all aspects of an
individual to have a positive impact on societg.fdct, both the metaphor of the

masquerade and the detective motif demonstratathistic people do have a place in
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society, and both suggest that autistic peopl&seln society is best expressed when it
is on their terms. Autistic people are most ustdidociety when they are allowed to don

a persona that reveals and highlights the parti@itangths they have to offer.
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CHAPTER 6

Autism’s Misconstrued Trifecta: Honesty, Innoceraag Violence

Some personality traits commonly portrayed insdigticharacters are not found in
theDSM Perhaps these qualities are based on eccaesioitreal autistic individuals,
but translated through popular culture such belawan be misappropriated or
misunderstood. As a result, these traits whiclughe honesty, innocence, and violence
may be mistakenly transferred to typify autistiopke in general.

Autism and the Truth

Most characters identified with autistic charaistés in this study demonstrate a
dislike and/or a discomfort with lying. When thedwracters are confronted with deceit,
they react unusually; and if required to tell atfeey are not believable. Such moments
of distress are manifested usually in brief linedlialogue, especially in the films, but
they may occupy a place of greater significancéiwithe piece. For example Adam,
as part of his explanation of Asperger’s SyndroAdam tells Beth, “Most aspies are
really honest.” He also throws a tantrum afterdadizes that Beth has lied to him. In
My Name is Khanylandira is amazed by Rizvan Khan’s honesty and, s&ysalesman,
and yet you speak the truth!” Khan immediatelylie=p “Always, always.”

Sheldon Cooper expresses his discomfort regatging on a number of
occasions. The episode that best shows this agp8tteldon’s personality is “The
Loobenfeld Decay.” Leonard and Sheldon hear Pemyging and find it to be terrible.

She informs them that she is practicing for a paa musical and invites them to attend,
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but Leonard lies to Penny, saying that he and Sindiéhve other plans. Sheldon later
approaches Leonard asking him why he could notlgitefl Penny the truth, suggesting
that Leonard should have said, “Singing is neilreappropriate vocation nor avocation
for you, and if you disagree, | recommend you ha®AT scan to look for a tumor
pressing on the cognitive processing centers of goain.” Leonard explains that it is
social convention to be mindful of another persde&ings. Then, as Sheldon considers
the lie, he becomes anxious that Penny will disctwe truth. So he develops an
extremely convoluted, or in Sheldon’s words “unavalable,” fabrication to replace
Leonard’s lie, but as Sheldon continues to anatyze&leceitful scenario he finds more
and more inconsistencies and subsequently pileven more elaborate lies to cover
these. The whole situation, though hilarious, eausheldon a great deal of anxiety, with
the result that lying is a tactic that Sheldon &=ain reserve and rarely uses.

Dr. Brennan demonstrates a great deal of discamifitht deceit in the episode
“The Santa in the Slush.” She is bothered byhalltes that adults tell to children at
Christmas time regarding Santa, and then Boothwages her to tell a personal lie for
her brother Russ to his children. She tells Dre&w, “Booth, who is a very honest
person, says that at this time of year deceptioecessary for the happiness of little
children.” Sweets explains to her why deceptiosoesially acceptable during the
holidays using intellectual, psychiatric languageamn attempt to make the argument seem
more reasonable. Brennan accepts his argumemt#tadalizes it into a social
convention. She tells Russ that she agrees todeelpuse “It's not morally wrong to lie

at Christmas . . . . Apparently, sometimes lying lsnd of gift. I'm hazy on the rules,
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but the idea is even if they [children] know youlyeng, they know you’re doing it out of
love.”

Bonegreturns to the subject of lying in the episode “Rieocchio in the Platter”
in which the characters experiment with “radicahésty,” telling the truth regardless of
the consequences. Brennan is one of the few padplebelieve this philosophy is “the
best policy,” and she has a discussion with Boath &weets about why they disagree:

Bones: | see no reason why telling the truth wdadaconsidered

aggressive.

Sweets: It is when you do it without exceptiormdan, the small fictions

that we call “white lies” play a crucial role in iIman interactions.

Booth: It's the glue that holds us together.

Bones: How? A world without lies would be far mefécient.

Booth: If no one had any feelings, but people do.
She then dares Booth to tell her an instance ichvhe lied to her, but he hesitates. She
asks him again later and acts as though it reaifishher that he will not honor her
request. She tells him, “You think you’re protagtime, but by avoiding the truth you
inevitably cause greater harm.”

In Communitywhen Abed believes Troy’s sarcasm and Troy erplto Abed
that he is just “messing” with him, Abed immedigté&ies to do the same with Troy.
Troy asks if he has ever experienced sarcasm, aed fesponds, “Yes. Just kidding,
no. Like that? Thisisn’'t atable. (Laughs) Te&tinny.” Because of Abed’s

misunderstanding of this social convention, Trogreually tells Abed they will not
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“mess” with each other anymore (“Advanced CrimibaW”). Abed does not forget this
episode and remains steadfastly truthful with elfhiends. He experiences some
anxiety in the third season when Troy disapproesomething Abed is doing but
chooses not to tell Abed that he finds this belraammoying. When Troy confesses his
true feelings, Abed replies, “We never lie. We madleal October 15, 2009, friends
don't lie to each other” (“Contemporary Impressgisf).

In “Mr. Monk and the Red Herring,” the first epte that features Natalie
Teeger, Natalie encourages Monk to support heligm aMonk protests saying he is not
good at lying, but Natalie replies, “Are you a mamRen you can lie; that's what men
do.” However, Monk’s lie is so pitiful that Natalis forced to admit the truth. After
this, she exasperatedly tells Monk, “You really e worst liar in the whole world . . . .
An honest man, who'd have thunk it?”

However, the abject honesty ascribed to autistezacters by popular culture is
an exaggeration, especially employed in stand-aépnedes having guest autistic
characters. In the following examples, populatuwrel has advanced the idea that autistic
people are incapable of comprehending anythingtlessthe truth. On an episode of
Cold Casecalled “Saving Sammy” which features a case inva@\an autistic child, one
policeman encourages the detectives to accephiltBsctestimony, claiming that it is
impossible for autistic people to lie. On an egsofin Plain Sightthat features a
character with Asperger’'s Syndrome, one of thetacssexplains, “it’s difficult for most
people with Asperger’s to lie or to even graspdbecept of lying” (“Her Days are

Numbered”). There is nothing in tiESMdiagnosis of autism spectrum disorders to
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support these claims. The misunderstanding obsauores that sometimes leads an
autistic person to be “brutally honest” or rude ncantribute to the notion that autistic
people understand only truth, but that social bpdt does not mean that an autistic
individual cannot intentionally lie. In some casastistic people are familiar with the
concept of lying but choose not to lie for moradsens, perhaps in fear of doing
something they have been taught is wrong.

Nevertheless, there are some autistic charattatshallenge this stereotype. Dr.
House and Detective Goren are often deceitful aadipulative. Dr. Reid also is adept
at using ruses and lying if necessary. For ingaimcthe episode “Minimal Loss,” Reid
successfully feigns his solidarity to a cult leasteorder to protect members of the cult.
Jerry Espenson once committed perjury concernia@pinion of the death penalty
(“Trick or Treat”). However, perhaps the best shtbat currently challenges this
stereotype i®Alphas When the team suspects that a “mole” is amoemthihe autistic
character Gary Bell says he is not a traitor amdiges an alibi. The other characters
believe him, reasoning that “Gary can't lie,” year@ answers, “But tanlie! I've been
practicing; it's a social skill!” (“The Unusual Spscts”). This does not mean that
honesty is a negative or a positive attribute,tbetimplication promoted by autistic
characters that cannot lie, ironically, does nespnt the whole truth.

On the other hand, another side of this honestyeiss also significant. Not only
do many autistic characters avoid lies, they rédssty pursue truth. Truth is viewed as
sacred, more important than anything else, anctblearacters seek it no matter what

others say or feel or whatever circumstances af$gs is generally perceived as an
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underlying autistic attitude, perhaps akin to obg®s In detective characters, such

pursuit of the truth is the driving force that kegpem on the case until it is solved. In

SherlockHolmes risks his life more than once to discowerttuth of his cases, such as

when he pursues the cab driver who killed four fpeapd threatens to kill Holmes as

well (“A Study in Pink”). Sometimes truth is eqadtwith personal relationships, as

when Abed equates friendship with telling the tratlrAdam Raki equates truth with love

and nearly dissolves his relationship with Beth whe discovers that she lied to him.

This idea is eloguently expressed in a convensdtaim an episode dones. On

“The Boy in the Tree,” Dr. Brennan and her friendg&la Montenegro discuss the case’s

victim:

Angela: Honey, did you ever just believe somethdegpite the evidence,
just know it was true?

Brennan: No. I've hoped things, but I've alway®wm the difference
between hope and fact. You know, all that’s Iéfthos boy is a table full
of bones. Now everyone he’s ever known has andegdns parents, his
school, even the cop investigating his death. Moaw, I'm the only one
who cares about the truth of what Nestor’s life egmin the end, good or
bad! And I know the truth is more important thaything else!

Angela: You know, or you hope it’s true?

Brennan: Suicide is the most rational, logical axpttion. What | believe

doesn’t matter. What makes me sad doesn’'t matter.
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Angela: (shows her artistic rendering of the vigtimook at this face! He

did not kill himself.

Brennan: Angela, | need a little more proof thamce drawing.

Angela: | can do that. (Hands her the drawing aagés)
In this discussion, Dr. Brennan makes it clear dmabtion, opinion, or any other form of
pathosdoes not persuade her. She wants nothing moraathahg less than the truth.
This explains why throughout the series she doealtaw her employees to make
“Intuitive leaps” or “educated guesses.” No maktew reasonable such suggestions may
seem, they are not facts. In another episodesesteals that this is also the reason she
continuously uses the scientific terminology of field. Once, when presiding as an
expert witness in a case, Dr. Brennan becomes aiatrehe loses the jury’s focus
because of such daunting terminology. So she adeslher testimony by simplifying
her language and saying, “These facts can’t bereghor dismissed because you think
I’'m boring and obnoxious, because | don’t matéfhat | feel doesn’t matter” (“The Girl
in the Fridge”).

Brennan'’s ideas echo qualities described in viejpistemology, the branch of
philosophy that specifically investigates beliefiel @thics. Lorraine Code, one of the
pioneers in this field, describes these qualitielsar bookEpistemic Responsibility
(1987) as she describes what makes one intelléctiglious:

How then are we to delineate more precisely thaereaif an intellectually
virtuous character? | have maintained that intélial virtue is, primarily,

a matter of orientation toward the world and towanéself as a
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knowledge-seeker in the world. Pursuing this paihttle further, it is
helpful to think of intellectual goodness as havangpalist orientation. It
is only those who, in their knowing, strive to dsice to thebject—to
theworld they want to know as well as possible—who canragpi
intellectual virtue . . . . Intellectually virtuoyeersons value knowing and
understanding how things really are. They rekisttémptation to live
with partial explanations where fuller ones araiatible; they resist the
temptation to live in fantasy or in a world of dnear illusion, considering
it better to know, despite the tempting comfort anthplacency of life of
fantasy or illusion (or one well tinged with fangas illusion) . . . . For the
intellectually virtuous, knowledge is good in ifse&lot just instrumentally
good. (58-59, emphasis Code’s)

Brennan espouses these virtues. She sees theddébetween truth and hope, and she
pursues truth for its own sake. She understaradsstie cannot accept what she hopes to
be true, and she demonstrates this by not relymigeo own feelings or others’ opinions.
Intuitive leaps are only partial truths, and Bremkaows that fuller explanations are
better. Her resistance to fantasy is perhaps btieeageasons she refuses to believe
anything regarding religion and only studies swahds for their anthropological value.
Perhaps the one quality she needs to improve isliyias a “knowledge-seeker.” Dr.
Brennan tends to be perceived as arrogant bechadesestly believes herself to the

best in her field. Furthermore, she often approswetith ambivalence and condescension
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other fields in which she has little knowledgeeglizisychology. Yet she improves as she
continues to interact with Dr. Sweets and AgenttBoo

Another character shares these epistemologiaatiptes. One of the first clues
for Adrian Monk that something is amiss in a caterohappens when an alibi does not
match with facts. In such situations, Monks uguatimplains, “It doesn’t make sense.”
In one episode, Captain Leland Stottlemeyer exaspdly replies to the obsessive
detective, “Does everythingaveto make sense, Monk?” Monk hesitates for a coaple
seconds and then replies, somewhat apologetiCsMgll yeah, it kind of does” (“Mr.
Monk and the Other Woman”). This brief conversatatually reveals a great deal
about both characters and how they view the woBthttlemeyer has accepted the idea
that not everything in life makes sense and cak bpahis hypothesis with personal
experience. For example, from the pilot episode ievealed that Stottlemeyer has
marital problems and that he does not understarydhighmarriage is failing because he
loves his wife. To Monk, however, believing that everything makes sense is
accepting a partial truth, and a fuller explanagarsts. That is why Monk seeks for
everything to have a logical explanation, anothantiestation of his obsession with
order. Ironically, Monk’s personal life makes lsgfnse than Stottlemeyer’'s because
Trudy’s murder and Monk’s own disorder do not hameeasy, logical explanation.
Some questions about Monk’s life, such as why Tnudyried him in the first place, are
never fully answered in the series. Yet Monk’sspsent pursuit of logical explanations

is one of the keys to his uncanny ability to sotwgsteries.
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If there were a greater understanding of virtustemology in the general
population, the honesty traits expressed in thkaeacters might lead to a richer
perception of autism. An orientation toward knodge-seeking certainly reveals much
more than the mere assumption that autistic pesgl@nable to lie or to understand
anything fabricated. This comparison to intell@tpvirtuous individuals gives better
comprehension of why these characters are the weayhey are. Like the “maskless
masquerade” discussed in the previous chapteuevapistemology is another way of
expressing autistic people’s desire to understhadvorld better.
Autistic Innocence
Though some might consider innocence to be atguhht is somewhat
ambiguous characteristic, nevertheless, it hasfeignce since more than one of these
works specifically draws attention to it. Pervasimnocence also may invoke another
common misconception regarding autism, that it@$fenly children. As mentioned in
Chapter One, Autism Speaks often disregards theilbations of autistic adults and
focuses almost exclusively on the deficits of adiatishildren. Thus, the public comes to
believe that autism is a condition that negatiadfgcts only children. liRepresenting
Autism Stuart Murray comments on this trend and howsitiodts perceptions of autism:
Pervasive and present, autism is not somethingyooves out of. And yet,
given that this is the case, contemporary culti@sdination with autism
nevertheless focuses on the figure of the childde=eking to explore
what autism is and what it might mean . . . . Etheyugh it is obvious that

children with autism will become adults with autistime sense that the



194
condition somehow affects childremorethan adults is itself pervasive.
Again and again in contemporary cultural narrativeis the child who
carries the weight of what we wish to say or thatlout the condition, and
it is through a focus on children that autism r@asingly being
understood. (139)
Therefore, it might seem unusual that out of thees® characters selected for this study,
only one, Max Braverman frofarenthoodis a child. Most of the selected characters
range from early twenties to middle age. Yet themnother trend observed in the adult
autistic characters selected for this discussiahithrelated to society’s skewed focus
toward autistic children. Most of these characparssess strikingly childlike
characteristics; they look young, and if they dg tlmey act young. All of them are
somewhat naive and not entirely mature, certaiotyas socially and emotionally mature
asthe “norm” for their chronological age group.eBwhough these characters are adults,
they all demonstrate a childlike innocence.

Of course, there are different kinds of innoceteg for this part of the
discussion the various concepts of innocence dalmatys apply. Gary Cross considers
two kinds of innocence in his bodlhe Cute and the Cool: Wondrous Innocence and
Modern American Culturé004) The first form of innocence is the Lockean idea of
“sheltered innocence,” which involves keeping ddtcbequestered from the world, away
from society’s corruptions, so that he may remanhlemished and pure in moral
conduct. The other innocence that Cross examiebat he calls “wondrous

innocence,” which recognizes the joyous way in Wwtacchild experiences the world.
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The first view encourages self-mastery, disciplane] safety, keeping a child from
growing up too rapidly. The other is an image gpkgpetually carefree child never
maturing beyond having fun all the time, but Craggues that such a lifestyle is often
fueled by materialism (13-14).

The “innocence” conveyed in the television shotvssen for this study portrays
elements of both categories identified by Crosst @xample, offhe Big Bang Theory
after going on a date with the comic book storeav@taart, Penny invites him to her
apartment for, in her words, “coffee or somethingtuart replies that it is too late in the
evening to ingest so much caffeine, completely migustanding the implication that
Penny is not really interested in coffee at alls #emonstration of sheltered innocence
touches Penny, and she responds, “Oh, you thirfeeofeans coffee. That's so sweet”
(“The Hofstadter Isotope”). And dBoston Legalin the episode when Jerry Espenson
inappropriately wears a Halloween costume, his eygplCarl Sacks rebukes him
saying, “This is a very grown-up place, Jerry. lblaken is a kids’ thing.” However,
Katie Lloyd comes to Jerry’'s defense, explainingaeks that Jerry “never let die the
child within” ("Happy Trails”), demonstrating thahe appreciates Jerry’s portrayal of
wondrous innocence. Both kinds of innocence plagartant parts in these autistic
characters, but there is more to this impressianradcence, which has to do with the
reality that they look and act so youthful. Thera strong implication that even though
these characters are autonomous adults with streiagd intelligence, they remain
essentially children, sometimes exhibiting helphess and dependence. Therefore, these

grown-up characters display child-like, autistinacence.
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This kind of innocence works both in favor of taeharacters and against them.
On the one hand, it makes the characters endeafring.genuineness of this innocence,
perhaps, causes the audience to be a bit moret@aviesthem. Chuck Lorre, co-creator
of The Big Bang Theoryefends his characters’ endearing innocencebesale-the-
scenes feature for season two:

When | care about the characters in the show, ttiedrama and the
comedy mean more. And there’s a wonderful innoe¢achese
characters. They're authentic, there’s no mantmnaor subterfuge, they
are what they are, and that'’s really refreshinthirlk these characters,
especially as embodied by these actors, give th@rbunity for the
audience to care. (“Testing the Infinite Hilarity”)
Of course, it is not just the audience who finds thrm of innocence endearing.
Neurotypical characters are often drawn to autdti@racters by this quality. However,
there is another side of autistic innocence that nwd be as desirable: sometimes autistic
characters display that innocence can act as angetirto profession.

For example, at the beginning of tBenesepisode “Judas on a Pole,” Zack Addy
is giving the oral defense for his dissertatiore d¢monstrates knowledge and
professionalism in his vocabulary despite his yhudthppearance, shoulder-length hair,
and casual clothes. Nevertheless, one of the ctisemmembers asks him, “How do you
expect anyone to take you seriously as a workingnfgic anthropologist when you look
the way you do?” Similarly, when Zack asks Dr. @en®aroyan if he can continue

working at the Jeffersonian after he obtains hidaate, she doubts the effectiveness in
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his ability to appear as an expert witness, whsgbairt of the job. She tells him, “Jurors
have to take you seriously, and frankly, you lo&k b weekend fill-in at a college radio
station.” Desperate, he goes to Angela askindgfgtion advice. She gets him a suit and
cuts his hair; suddenly, he looks credible. He ¢t doctorate, and Cam hires him. To
the end of season three, he keeps his hair shbd.experience teaches Zack that he
cannot be seriously considered a professional,itgesis intelligence, unless he looks
more mature.

OnBoston Legallan Shore tells Jerry Espenson, “There’s no daulbty mind
that you could develop into a first-rate defenderry, but my hope is that you don't.
Even at your relatively mature age, you're stihl@eent . . . . There’s a reason why
Shakespeare and many after him said, ‘First, Kithe lawyers.” They’re talking about
people like me, Jerry, not you” (“lvan the Incorbig”). In some ways, this is genuine,
friendly advice that causes these two charactesmal, but it also sounds as though
Alan is suggestingthat Jerry will never be an dffeclawyer. This discussion is recalled
the first time Alan and Jerry are opposing coungéan warns Jerry that he can reduce
Jerry to what he really is, a “bumbling, inartidelanan with Asperger’'s.” Jerry is
greatly upset by that pronouncement, and when sdss how despondent Jerry is, Alan
apologizes and offers to settle out of court. Weetlso explains that what he just did to
Jerry is common practice among lawyers. He engls tliscussion by saying, “Jerry,
you'll recall | once advised you to flee the praetof law because it's an ugly occupation

which calls upon its participants to do ugly thindsn very . . . accomplished in the
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practice of law, Jerry” (“The Good Lawyer”). Thaplication, of course, is that Jerry is
not accomplished, and there is a question as tth&hbe ever will be.

In the pilot episode dCriminal Minds as Aaron Hotchner introduces the team, he
addresses Spencer Reid as Special Agent Reidn Gadeon immediately corrects him,
saying ‘Doctor Reid.” Later in the episode, Reid asks Hotchniey @ideon made the
correction. Hotchner answers simply, “Becausenmns that people see you as a kid,
and he wants to make sure that they respect yidaving three PhDs and working for
the FBI are not enough to garner respect becausddis young and innocent.

However, there could be some validity to this mofiutism is a developmental
disorder, and maturity is typically, significantiglayed in autistic individuals. Some
autistic people on the lower end of the spectrum haave developmental delays
compounded by various forms of intellectual disaphienhancing the manifestation of
innocence. Of course, this is not always the cem@e autistic people seem mature for
their chronological age, such as Ari Ne’eman anchfdle Grandin. Innocence ought to
be a positive aspect, but it has negative undesttrat society frequently misconstrues.
Portrayals of innocence in popular autistic chamacseem to promote exactly the kind of
negative message Autism Speaks suggests, thawtiienever be a place in the world of
acceptance or respect for those with autism. Desgghatever intelligence they may
display or however much they contribute to the dotthey will forever be judged by
their youthful demeanor and will never be takemnosesty.

The portrayals of autistic characters in this gtsaggest that they must prove

themselves to be responsible before acceptancieetan, as the three above examples
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illustrate. Zack Addy continues to perform welkkvthe team, so much so that he gets
the President’s attention, who sends him to theg Wwar (“Stargazer in a Puddle”). Jerry
Espenson does prove to be an effective attorney anning the next case when he
presides as opposing counsel to Alan Shore (“GanseDolls”). Reid reveals his
brilliance throughout the series, though he doeeptto be called “doctor” rather than
“agent.” These depictions, therefore, demonsttaethe abidinginnocence of these
characters in no way precludes an intelligent mind.

Autism and Violence

The final theme advanced in popular culture’sagdl! of autism is perhaps the
most negative. Some of the characters selectatiifodiscussion demonstrate a
propensity for violence. IRepresenting Autisngtuart Murray notes this disturbing
trend: “Within mainstream media, there is an insneg creep in the association of autism
with violence . . . with the various claims thataCheung-Huli, the Virginia Tech student
who murdered his teachers and fellow classmatesabism, but such stories are few”
(156). Murray pays no further attention to thisuis, yet it deserves more attention.

Most of the characters in this study are harmdesbpeaceful, but their dangerous
potential is often hinted. Sheldon’s demonstratibwiolence, for instance, is trying to
emulate Darth Vader’s telekinetic death grip (“THectric Can Opener Fluctuation”),
which of course is not successful. Sheldon’s &niside is enough to disquiet his
friends, however. Leonard warns Penny that Shelsléone lab accident away from
being a super-villain” (“The Panty Pifiata Polariaat). Sheldon’s friends are also

typically non-violent, but they often contemplaielence against Sheldon as he becomes
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more annoying. Howard probably breathes the masterous threats against Sheldon
and even builds a crossbow to kill Sheldon, but Bi@lxdoes not use it (“The Monopolar
Expedition”). Leonard admits he has planned gm@apbhemes for murdering Sheldon on
their trip to the North Pole, including locking $then outside and allowing him to freeze
to death, but he instead chooses a non-violenvoati “destroying” Sheldon by
falsifying data on Cooper’s research project (“Hiectric Can Opener Fluctuation”).

Dr. Brennan also is typically non-violent; she krsomvartial arts but only uses this skill
in self-defense (“The Man in the S.U.V.”). Howeyvehe disturbs Booth when she tells
him, in casual conversation, that she has devidedlproof plan for murder and
challenges him to come up with his own. She furtioge refuses to tell him the
specifics of her plan because she entertains themihat she might one day use it,
explaining, “There are so many variables in a p@sslife, it would be irrational to
completely rule out the possibility of murderingrs®one” (“The Body and the Bounty”).
These examples are troubling because they sudgdsivten a benign autistic person
harbors violent potential because they inherertlyspss the mind of a dangerous person.
Some of the violence portrayed by autistic ch&scseems to be derived from
documented autistic characteristics. Many vioka@nes involving autistic characters
regard the unpredictable, frightening tendencyutisic “meltdowns.” Parenthood
demonstrates this in Max Braverman; when eventsldrh a way contrary to what he
expects, Max screams, thrashes about, and thro@stsin his room (“I Hear You, | See
You”). Adam as previously discussed, displays a distressigtpdown. He repeatedly

screams, “Dumb Adam!” and throws heavy objectsthBells him later that she left the
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scene because she was afraid that she would heobtidadam replies that he would
never hurt her. Of course, this is not to sugtestautism does not display problematic
behaviors, but it is distressing that these poaisaguggest that autism is fundamentally
characterized by negative thoughts and actionsatigaihtentionally violent, and
therefore, that autistic people are inherently @aogs.

Some autistic characters are very violent. Fostbthe series doston Legal,
Jerry Espenson is an amicable character, but thikcation is that he is pleasant only
because he takes medication and therapy to chigsaglutism, though the specifics of this
medical “help” remain vague. Before he is diagocsed prescribed his medication,
Jerry assaults his employer with a cake knife (“Camcer Man Can”). Obaw and
Order: Criminal IntentWally Stevens, an insurance adjuster with Aspesg8yndrome,
murders several people in order to acquire enougiiiesnto win back his estranged wife
(“Probability”). OnAlphas a non-verbal autistic young woman named Annhes t
leader of a violent terrorist organization callegidRFlag (“Rosetta”).

Yet, perhaps the most shocking violence demomrstiay a character in this study
is Zack Addy’s decision to conspire with a cannigtad serial killer that the Jeffersonian
team calls Gormogon. In the season three finaklee‘Fain in the Heart,” while Zack and
Hodgins perform an experiment associated withdage, the ingredients explode and
permanently damage Zack’s hands. Synchronoustexplosion, crucial evidence from
the case is stolen. This leads the team to belleatethere is a mole in the Jeffersonian
who is working for the cannibal, and Brennan evaltiyudeduces that the mole is Zack.

Booth and Brennan question him, and he confess¢$i¢hhas secretly been working as
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an apprentice to Gormogon. He explains that tipdosion was meant to serve as a
distraction, but when he realized it was goingeaimore powerful than he intended, he
purposely took the brunt of it so that Hodgins wbnbt be hurt. Booth and Brennan
cannot believe that Zack would have such disrefyfarduman life by working with
someone who murders and eats his victims, but Aegktains that he was doing the
right thing, even saying if they understood theefutable logic” of his master, they
would be proud of him. Brennan tries to understayndevising a logical debate:

Brennan: I've always been proud of you, Zack. hexer met anyone

more rational and intelligent, but there’s a famlyour logic.

Zack: With all due respect, you aren’t cognizanhisflogic.

Brennan: Assumption number one: secret societimss. ex

Zack: Accepted. Hodgins has been explaining thimé for years.

Brennan: Assumption number two: the human expegieénadversely

affected by secret societies.

Zack: Accepted.

Brennan: Assumption number three: attacking arohgimembers of

secret societies will have an ameliorating affecttee human experience.

Zack: Accepted!

Bones: All of your assumptions are built upon atfprinciple, Zack, to

wit, the historical human experience as a wholaase important than a

single person'’s life.

Zack: Yes.
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Bones: Yet you risked it all so you wouldn’t hurbétgjins.

Zack: (a tear goes down his face) There’s . . .am@ucorrect, there is an

inconsistency in my reasoning.
Perhaps what this exchange demonstrates is thktcaacempathize somewhat with
people that he knows, like his friend Jack Hodgimg,he has no compassion for
strangers. Zack later has a psychological interwvigth Dr. Sweets that further
demonstrates his difficulty with empathy. Zacks@weets that he feels regret over the
Gormogon case, yet his regret is not associatddthé people who died but with his
failure to realize that the serial killer's logia#/faulty. Sweets tells Zack in frustration,
“You know, asaneperson would regret murdering someone more thanrglaken in by
a line of crap” (“The Perfect Pieces in the Puiptand”). The comment, however, is lost
on Zack because he is incapable of understandengitims’ perspectives.

Zack’s violence is so unbelievable that it seemesmhakers of the show decided to
tone it down for the audience’s benefit. Zack $iagly confesses to stabbing a man in
the heart for his “master,” and the prosecutingratty subsequently decides that this is a
case of “a strong personality find[ing] a weak peity and tak[ing] advantage.”
Therefore, Zack is committed to a mental hospfitEhé Pain in the Heart”). However,
Zack, in a curious reprisal of his character iruarelated season Biones tells Sweets in
confidence that he never actually killed anyonstaad, he only told the cannibal where
to find the victim. Yet Zack will not allow Sweetis convey the truth of the extent his
involvement to the rest of the team because if Zeeie to be found guilty of being a

sane accessory to murder, he would be sent topfi$be Perfect Pieces in the Purple
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Pond”). Although it could be seen as an elevabibself-preservation over the truth in an
autistic character’s calculated plan to avoid seygmishment, this episode and this
scene in particular seems to be more for the audistenefit, to satisfy a perceived
incongruence between this character’s personaidiyrés actions, but it is still unusual
that Zack wants his friends to think him to be mdaagerous than he really is.
Therefore, while Zack could be considered to barmymalous autistic character because
he prefers to live a lie, he greatly advances fis®@ation of autism and deliberate
violence.

Nevertheless, fictional television shows and filane not the only media
responsible for promoting this trend of autism esygnonymous with violence. Even
informational shows focus on violence ostensiblgracted with autism. For example,
to date the talk showr. Phil has broadcast two episodes that discuss autisnrsmec
disorders in depth. The first episode, titled ‘i€xte Disorders,” involves a teenager
with Asperger’s Syndrome, but the only aspect efgarsonality that is presented is his
volatile, violent meltdowns. The young man’s tants are so unpredictable and
frightening that his father hides sharp objects medlications from his son so that he
cannot access them, afraid of what might happeimglarviolent outburst. Dr. Phil
McGraw acknowledges that there are other aspesteiated with this form of autism,
but he focuses on the extreme because he says, i€Tthe [aspect] that gets the attention
because it's what makes all the noise.” Dr. Pbhdresuggests that violence is an inherent
aspect of the young man’s nature, that violengererally integral to Asperger’s

Syndrome. He tells the parents:
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| think it’s really important that you understarekthature of this disease.

If he was born with some kind of defect in his &gl he limped, you

wouldn’t criticize him for that. You wouldn’t bepget with him for that.

That would be totally involuntary, right? Whattliis is exactly the same

thing? . . . . What if it's not a manipulation aexploitation on his part,

but instead is neurologically based and totallylowtary on his part?
The second episode Df. Phil that focuses on autism features a number of segsen
and accounts, both positive and negative (thougteso the latter), concerning the
challenges of parenting autistic children. Yetdpening segment of the episode, which
receives the most focus, showcases an autistievhoyregularly makes death threats to
his parents. Dr. Phil does not address the baglent language beyond the montages
that he shows of the child; his focus is on theepts who each have developed their own
coping mechanisms and live in denial. Howeves ihstallment is another
demonstration in popular culture reinforcing théio that autistic people are inherently
violent.

Violence portrayed in characters with disabilii@sothing new in popular
culture. David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder coves thend extensively in the fourth
chapter olNarrative Prosthesi§2000) From Shakespeare’s hunchbacked Richard Il to
physically distorted and disabled villains in harfiims, violent people with disabilities
are stereotypical, especially when they seek verggean their able-bodied counterparts
(97-101). Mitchell and Snyder explain that filmdéences are especially drawn to the

abnormality of disability, and the correlation enbas narratives. Yet this leads to
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problems, as these scholars express: “[T]he nagrabnvenience produces further
effects: in the protected theater darkness audseai@egiven permission to stare at the
socially ‘inappropriate fact’ of disability—a halatscouraged in other public settings!”
(96). Though autism is largely an invisible didid§pithe above examples also offer the
audience an opportunity to stare at an abnormalition, and as members of the
audience stare, they devisetheir own opinions atetpretations of what they are seeing.
As a result, they may reach the wrong conclusian ¥iolence is common or even
universal in autistic people.

The promotion of this distressing mischaracteiraof autism is not limited to
popular culture. Murray notes, in the above quotata news citing that the Virginia
Tech student who went on a shooting rampage wasnaoszd with autism. Another
extreme example of violence associated with thsutommunity occurred in Japan in
the early 2000s. Yoshihiko Goto reports) 2000, a 17-year-old, academically well-
performing high school student . . . killed a hauvi$e and later explained his motive as
‘wanting to experience the act of killing someone: . The media reported and
sensationalized the fact that the student was degghwith Asperger syndromsid|
through psychiatric testing.This case brought autism spectrum disorders tonJapa
heightened attention for all the wrong reasonsys $zoto:

The media’s inaccuracy concerning developmentaldities became
obvious and unnervingly misleading . . . . Amid Hype, the media also
helped shape the general public’s misconceptiddefelopmental

disabilities.” People tended to see children wlighrelopmental disability
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labels as “dangerous” or having “antisocial” diggoas, and believing
they could at any time commit crimes . . . . An)d@bout the
repercussions, the Autism Society of Japan wasdui@essueAutism
Media Guide: To the Prede request fairness and sensibility in the media.
(“Critical Understanding . . .")

If such an advanced and well-educated nation anJigso easily convinced that
extreme violence is a primary component of autisihthat social deficits translate into
social deviance, that an asocial demeanor is itidecaf antisocial behavior, one can
imagine the damage that such negative implicatboogd have on the mainstream
acceptance of autistic individuals into societardnts could become afraid of their own
children. Strangers would be even more uneasyndrautistic people. More weight
would be given to the argument to institutionakzeistic people in order to protect the
public. This is certainly an unsubstantiated st@e to associate with autism spectrum
disorders because the majority of autistic peopenat proven to be violent.

Other recent events in the news have createdildijrapprehensive reaction
here in the United States of America. In mid-M2, James Holmes opened fire on
patrons at a movie theater in Aurora, Coloradadinkjltwelve people and injuring several
others. This sudden, tragic, random act of vickemederstandably has led many people
to question Holmes'’s sanity as they attempt to tstdad why this tragedy happened.
The following week, MSNBC commentator Joe Scarbghoon his talk showlorning

Joeposited a theory that Holmes was autistic. Inwosds:
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You have these . . . people that are somewherdieMe, probably on the
autism scale—I don’t know if that’s the case héug,it happens more
often than not—people that can walk around in ggctaat can function
on college campuses, can even excel in college esespbut are socially
disconnected. | have a son who has Asperger’sisvioved by everyone
in his family and who is wonderful, but it is fdrdse that may not have a
loving family and a support group and may be durther along on the
autism spectrum, an extraordinarily frustratingribdée challenge day in
and day out. (Christopher “Autistic Journalist”).
Even though Scarborough backtracks in this quothticuggesting that he is not certain
that Holmes has an autism spectrum disorder, trespthe used, “it happens more often
than not” promotes and implies the belief thatemae is a common component of
autism.

Understandably, the autism community was gredtnoed by Scarborough’s
comments. Mike Elk, who has Asperger’s Syndronekwaho is a staff writer for the
newspapem These Timegublically demanded that Scarborough retract the
inflammatory statement, citing lack of evidencet themes Holmes is autistic and the
lack of any scientific evidence linking autism tolence. The Autism Self-Advocacy
Network also issued a statement requesting a tetnacAri Ne’eman, president of this
organization, discussed on another talk shibwg Big Picturewhy Scarborough’s

comments needed to be addressed:
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You know, there are a lot of myths and stereotypuesounding autism,
including this idea that we’re violent or that veek empathy, and that has
very real, practical consequences. It's importaat we understand this
isn’t about political correctness; it's about rec@ing that we as a
community face discrimination in employment, in bimg, are more
likely to be segregated in school, to be institudilized, and all of that has
at its root a general sense of fear and prejudicair society. Mr.
Scarborough’s remarks, quite frankly, only fed ititat, and if we're
going to take steps to try and address that discation, you know, we
really have to respond to them.
Scarborough released a written statement the folgpday, though it was not quite a
retraction and fell short of an apology. He exmpda that in this comment he was
attempting to address an awareness of mental haajémeral, and autism was
inadvertently mentioned as part of that observati®aid Scarborough, “Those
suggesting that | was linking all violent behaviorAutism missed my larger point and
overlooked the fact that | have a wonderful, lovemyp with Asperger’s. Perhaps | could
have made my points more eloquently” (“Morning Jo€’). The news later uncovered
that Holmes is indeed mentally disturbed, posssiolyizophrenic, and had been seeing a
psychiatrist before the shooting, but nothing sstgrkthat he is autistic. Despite this,
evidence exists to suggest that Scarborough’siess“eloquent” comments negatively
affected public perception. Karla Fisher, an antself-advocate, posted on her

Facebook status a conversation she had with heewenootball team. When asked
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about her work with autistic people, Fisher expedghat autistic people may have
productive futures as doctors, lawyers, and subdgsarents. Someone within earshot
interrupted Fisher and added to her list “mass eners.” Fisher posted, “I asked her if
she was kidding. She was not. EVERYONE thougHnhtds is autistic and that link was
connected very clearly in that room” (Christopli&garborough Tissue,” emphasis
Christopher’s).

Violent behavior is a powerful stigma that meds@siagain and again to
characterize people who are difficult to understaildle damage done to certain races
and ethnic groups through stereotypic violent @aysts is common knowledge. For
decades, Native Americans were considered to belynesvages and African Americans
males were routinely stigmatized as criminals. d&R@irard, who is well known for his
studies on violence, notes that people with digadslare often victimized by these same
stereotypes. As he says, “The further one is fnonmal social status of whatever kind,
the greater the risk of persecution” (18). Follegvithe example of the Autism Society of
Japan and of other falsely maligned groups of peapltistic people should appeal to
media’s sense of fairness and sensibility to gefrom under this inappropriate
character defamation and inequitable oppression.

Yet one particular current event is causing agogimpheaval and calling into
guestion all three of these assumed characterisiibs tragic occurrence is the massacre
of twenty-six children and teachers at Sandy Holgkrientary in Newtown, Connecticut
on December 14, 2012, by Adam Lanza. “Raising Adlamva,” a special report on the

PBS news showrontline, sought to delve into Lanza’s life, though reportefrthe
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Hartford Courantreceived only one email from an undisclosed fammimber, stating
that Lanza had been diagnosed with sensory integrdisorder and Asperger’s
Syndrome. Technically, of course, this conclusghearsay because a doctor or a
psychologist does not confirm it. However, frieraigl neighbors, as they describe their
memories of Lanza, recall traits that are consistgtin an autism diagnosis. Throughout
the documentary, never publicly released pictufdsanza’s childhood are shown.
Frontline even provides a video of a very young Lanza hggyatking like a dog while
on a camping trip. These images clearly presethid@monstrate Lanza as a relatively
ordinary, innocent child, albeit socially awkwarNevertheless, there is nothing revealed
in Lanza’s childhood according to this report tivatuld give any indication as to why
Adam would grow up to commit such a terrible actresSandy Hook shooting. The
observation is made that Lanza was facing a tiangi his life before the massacre; he
was considering going to college and moving awaynfhome, but thelartford Courant
reporters also suggest that this prospect might baen a moment Adam welcomed.
Lanza’s mother certainly seemed to have no clueAtdam was about to execute such
violence; she went to a restaurant to eat dinnérsafely went to sleep in her own bed.
Adam’s inhuman intensions were indiscernible amttién from the world. This report
offers the profile of a young, presumably, autipirson and a disturbing dichotomy:
innocence and evil. Yet, this report is uniquednother reason. It goes out of its way to

stress one very important detail:
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Andrew Julien Hartford CourantEditor): But there’s nothing that
connects Asperger’s to the kind of violence we sa®andy Hook.
Josh KovnerHKartford CourantReporter): Absolutely nothing by itself.

Absolutely nothing.



213
CHAPTER 7

Up a Steep Staircase: The Portrayal of Autisti@Reahships

It is important for this study to pay particuldtesmtion to how the selected
television shows and films portray relationshipsvimich autistic characters are involved
because social deficits are consistently recognmeetsearchers and by autistic people
as autism’s greatest detriment. Popular cultucegeizes the struggles autistic people
often face through the expression of trials awtishiaracters endure to form relationships
with other characters in the cast. In most ofviloeks discussed here, autistic characters
are given neurotypical counterparts who functiokdep autistic behavior in check,
helping autistic characters understand the wayseoheurotypical world, and providing
instruction when autistic characters display inappiate behavior. However, in most of
these relationships, the autistic character isalyiyuthe dominant, stronger personality.
Four types of relationships portrayed in the seld¢elevision shows and films are most
prominent, and the following will investigate thaséationship types through traits that
are continually portrayed, will compare the asstomnes to research of relationships in the
neurotypical world, and then will discuss how p@pudulture views such relationships
through visual metaphors.

The strongest, most affirming type of autistic-ratypical relationship is,
perhaps, an intimate friendship. Examples of stiehdships include Abed Nadir and
Troy Barnes irCommunityas well as Sherlock Holmes and John Watsdshierlock.

These relationships do not easily dissolve andadanvolve much conflict, but perhaps
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the most successful aspect of a strong friendghgtionship is that it is the type of
relationship that best affirms and accepts autdtaracteristics. The neurotypical friend-
character often supports the autistic friend-chtaracnquestioningly, seeks the autistic
character’s wisdom, and participates in activitigth the autistic friend even if other
neurotypical characters may consider the suggestdty to be outlandish or childish.
The neurotypical friend does not seem to mind thiestic friend’s peculiarities and often
defends them to other neurotypicals. The inev&t@tdshes that occur on occasion in the
autistic-neurotypical friendship, often attributalbd the fact that the two friends’ minds
are not configured the same way, usually manifestsomentary strife, but the
friendship usually reestablishes itself strongantbver. One disadvantage to this type of
relationship, however, is that the autistic chaaasually does not seem to have the
same level of curiosity and/or concern for his o¢ypical counterpart’s interests and/or
feelings, and therefore the friendship seems art@tsided. Perhaps the autistic
character perceives that mutual scrutiny of themigprcal friend is unwarranted and/or
undesired. However, such unrequited emotionatestecan lead to problems, especially
in other types of relationships that will be disser later.

Unfortunately, intense autistic-neurotypicalfrishgps are, perhaps, not typical of
friendships in the real world, especially in theal/function and purpose they play on
television and in films. Psychologists note thaistrpeople seek friends to serve as
confidants. When asked what qualities make foradaend, “trust,” “honesty,” and
“loyalty” top the neurotypical list. Yet, friendgds with autistic characters seem to be

based more on acceptance, which, according t@ahilRubin’s booKust Friends: The
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Role of Relationships in Our LivéE985), is a quality usually found at the bottohthe
neurotypical list (7). Nevertheless, acceptan@dblaracteristicthat is highly prized in
friends sought by autistic adults and adolescentise real world. Tony Attwood, who is
widely recognized as an expert on Asperger’s Symérasays in hi€omplete Guide to
Asperger’s Syndrom@007) that to an autistic individual thirteen year older, “A
friend is defined as someone who ‘accepts me far kdm’ or ‘thinks the same way as
me about things.” A friend provides a sense ofpeal identity and is compatible with
one’s own personality” (85).

In his bookUnderstanding Relationshi§d991), Steve Duck, a respected
psychologist particularly in the field of relatidnps, reports that typical friendships are
usually defined by expectations and rules. Theetgtions for a friend is to be
“someone who is honest and open, shows affectdis,us his or her secrets and
problems, gives us help when we need it, trustndsis also trustworthy, shares times
and activities with us, treats us with respect @mdously values us, and is prepared to
work through disagreements” (7). While many ofstneharacteristics hold true, some of
them may not be friendship expectations that acifi&ople value, an observation often
reflected in fictional autistic friendships. Fotaenple, not many depicted friendships
including an autistic character involve secreirgll an activity that makes certain
autistic characters rather anxious. The rulesyfoical friendships on Duck’s list also
include: “hold conversations, do not disclose aderfice to other people, refrain from
public criticism, [and] repay debts and favours). (Perhaps since neurotypical

characters seem to understand that these rule®aadways implicit to autistic
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characters, they do not always hold their autstienterparts to such standards.
Neurotypical characters may go out of their wagplain such rules and to stress why
they are important to a friendship, but they unders if their autistic friend has
difficulty accepting or maintaining these rulesn the other hand, such rules for
friendship are not universal. Some neurotypicalgbe possess ideas of friendship that
better prepare them for a relationship with ansdigtindividual. Duck states that one of
his own acquaintances provided an unofficial dabniof a friend as a person who stops
his comrade from doing something inappropriate wihah person’s mental faculties
have been compromised (6). Perhaps such a dutydshe an expected rule of
friendship, an implied social convention.

The strongest autistic-neurotypical relationshipiiayed by popular culture in
this entire study is, arguably, the friendship estw Abed Nadir and Troy Barnes in the
television showCommunity. Their friendship displays many of the charactesssti
mentioned here. These two young men devise seyanads that their peers find
ridiculous, such as hosting faux talk shows, batdblanket forts, and reenacting scenes
from television and movies in an empty room. Tneyer questions Abed about why
they play such games, and he participates withgfudto. When the rest of the
neurotypical characters @ommunityquestion if Abed’s behavior is getting out of
control, Troy defends him, as seen in this scemm fthe episode “Contemporary
Impressionists™

Shame on you people. It’s not our job to help Agemlv up. Abed

doesn’t need reality. Abed is a magical, elf-lkkan who makes us all
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more magical by being near us . . . . All we had @amb reality before
we met that man, and he’s made all our lives bétean reality. Now it
becomes a little inconvenient, and it's time toigati? For shame!
Probably because of this opinion, Troy correctsd®éehavior only rarely. One
example is the moment that Troy teaches Abed dbeuatdship and honesty, as
discussed in the previous chapter. Another cormtfgeaend of this same episode when
Troy realizes that some of Abed’s behavior is ggthiim into serious financial trouble,
and they have the following conversation:

Troy: | lied because you don't like people who tel what to do, and |

don’t want to be one of those people.

Abed: Then don't be.

Troy: | have to be! . . . . | had to work reallyriao help you!

Abed: But that's what you wanted to do.

Troy: Yesl!

Abed: But | can’t do what | want to do?

Troy: | guess not, not all the time! Sometimes’g@just going to have to

trust that | know better about stuff.

Abed: | don’t know if | can do that.

Troy: Then | guess you'll have to trust that youjang to have to trust

me.

Abed: Well, | don’t want to stop being your friersty . . . 1 guess I'll let

you tell me what to do sometimes. Still best faigh
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Troy: Yeah! Still best friends, always.
Abed: Cool. Cool, cool, cool.

This conversation demonstrates that Abed and Tealyze that they do have different
expectations of friendship. Though their friengsisi based on acceptance, Troy believes
that Abed needs to put more emphasis on trustAbed is not sure if he can. Their
friendship is tested later in season three inwtegart episodes “Digital Exploration of
Interior Design” and “Pillows and Blankets.” Whaime may consider an
inconsequential detail, whether or not to buildlew fort or a blanket fort on
Greendale’s campus, is an important issue to Adedl it becomes the basis of a major
fight between the two friends, which the show desic the style of a Civil War
documentary. During this dispute, both exploittlpponent’s greatest weaknesses, but
Abed shares Troy’s flaws with others on “his sideliich constitutes a breach in the trust
that Troy highly values. Nevertheless, their fdehip pulls through in the end. They
continue their pillow fight, even when everyoneedisses interest, because they say it is
their final act, until Jeff makes them realize ttreg only reason the fight has continued is
because they “like each other so much.” Theinfitghip philosophies may differ, but
Troy and Abed understand their friendship as necgss

The second kind of autistic-neurotypical relatidpshk the business relationship.
This relationship type is the most commonly obsénwethe popular culture offerings
explored in this study. Multiple business relasibips between neurotypical and autistic
characters appear @ones, Boston Legal, Criminal Minds, House, Law @nder:

Criminal Intent,andMonk. Some of these business relationships are intire#teer
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doubling as intensely close friendships, like J&spenson and Alan Shore, or as
romantic relationships, like Temperance Brennan&eeley Booth or Dr. House and Dr.
Cuddy, but others have little to no personal congmbni.e., the characters involved
simply work together, like Robert Goren and AlexanBames. Even if there is very
little personal involvement, a working relationslegn produce strong bonds. In the
business relationship, the neurotypical charactaally recognizes the autistic
character’s strengths and does everything possitdapport those strengths so that the
autistic character can perform the job to the békis ability. That could be why
characters such as Sharona and Natalie endurdtémetioankless job as Adrian Monk’s
assistant because they realize how valuable leetietSan Francisco police when his
distractions are limited and want to help him sdh case In this respect, the working
relationship provides a mutual benefit. Each cti@rahas a vested interest in seeing that
the work is done and done well. Unlike the fridmgstype relationship, a type of mutual
curiosity and respect also characterize the busiredationship. Autistic characters seek
advice from their neurotypical business partnang, rreurotypical characters seek to
understand autistic coworkers better. For instamd@onesBrennan often approaches
Angela for advice, particularly about socializingiwBooth, but there have been
incidents that Angela has sought Brennan'’s cousselell, which Brennan usually
provides from her knowledge of anthropology. Néypaal characters who are elevated
in the business hierarchy often adopt a role oftoreleward their autistic employee,
encouraging the autistic character, instead ofgo#fia antagonists that authority figures

tend to portray. Jason Gideon and Spencer Remtiminal Mindshave a much intimate
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relationship than employer-employee, perhaps clmsarfather-son relationship. Gideon
gives Reid advice and encouragement, but theyadten play chess together. When
Gideon chooses to leave the FBI, Reid is the ordynbrer of the team to whom he
explains why (“In Name and Blood”). When romanetationships between neurotypical
and autistic characters develop from businessioekttips, they appear to be more
successful than other such romantic relationshijps.Brennan’s relationship as Booth’s
paramour is rather solid, so far, and though tlthegnce only sees the beginning of
Jerry’s romance with Katie, it also seems to beaastrong. In both examples, this
stability seems to exist because the neurotypitalacter has spent a good deal of time
with the autistic character and has become acceestamtheir eccentricities, perhaps
even seeing such qualities as endearing.

Surprisingly, psychologists do not seem to resebusiness relationships,
neurotypical or autistic, as much as they do atyyees of relationships. One
psychologist refers to business relationships asHange relationships” because they
typically do not have the level of intimacy thaefrds, family members, or romantic
partners enjoy (Weiten and Lloyd 226). Anothergb®jogist explains that co-workers
only act friendly toward each other because iteigdy than not being friendly and not
because they truly want to be friends (Reisman.2@&rhaps in some ways popular
culture seeks to portray business relationshipsaifeadeeper in intimacy. In many
television shows lik&oston Legalneurotypicals in business relationships are rolytine
portrayed as being involved in more intimate, usuamantic, relationships. Of course,

such relationships are possible in a work enviramtnt@ough they are often ill advised.
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Duck briefly discusses workplace romance relatiggssand how problematic they can
be (88-89).

However, one study on work relationships may expleny neurotypical
characters support autistic characters’ strengihgedl. In “Relationships at Work: A
Matter of Tension and Tolerance” (1981), I. L. Mangexplains, “Relationships at work
are marked by a continuous process of negotiabio@,in which working agreements are
created, consolidated, or overturned” (200). NBymioal characters support autistic
characters because it is part of the negotiationgss. Each worker has his or her place,
and each worker must support each other in ordeedp the business running. Autistic
characters tend to be satisfied with their situatiod do not seek advancement. If they
do seek promotion, they usually lack the expechalityato “schmooze” and must rely on
their neurotypical counterparts to teach them skdls.

The third type of relationship prevalent in thespyar culture films and
television shows is the romantic relationship. fEgées of this type of relationship
involving a neurotypical character and an autishiaracter can be found in Adam Raki
and Beth Buckwald ilndam,Rizvan Khan and Mandira iMy Name is Khamand
Leonard Hoffstadter and PennyTihe Big Bang TheoryWhat attracts the two people
into this type of autistic-neurotypical romancect always clear, but it does not seem to
rely on typical reasons. Physical attraction temiot the center of attraction in autistic-
neurotypical romance. Often a neurotypical chamasho is involved in this kind of
relationship seems to be more attracted to thetautharacter’'s honesty and innocence,

which seems to be why Mandira pursues a relatipnsith Khan and why Beth pursues
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a relationship with Adam. However, the rationaéhind the attraction of the autistic
character is even vaguer. More than likely, muloh friendships, romantic relationships
are kindled primarily by acceptance, but proxinatyd familiarity also seem to play a
major role. Leonard seems to pursue Penny nobpesiuse she is physically attractive
but also because she likes him as a friend, deiisitgeculiarities, and because she lives
across the hall. Neurotypicals in these romamdi@tionships often demonstrate
acceptance by modifying their behavior to pleagesdtltistic character. For example,
Beth explains to Adam what she means when she spealaphorically. Likewise, the
autistic partner may modify his behavior to seenteneeurotypical though he may not,
necessarily, intend this amendment as a displayfe€tion. Such as when Rizvan seeks
Mandira’s attention by attempting to mimic her: Md&a gives a homeless man an
apple; Rizvan gives the same homeless man a pumgkowever, this kind of autistic-
neurotypical is often very one-sided because thistaucharacter seems to realize
instinctivelythat the neurotypical character hageriamowledge of romantic conventions
and thus allows the neurotypical character, fomtlost part, to drive the relationship.
Therefore, in a type of relationship that is uspublised on give and take, autistic
characters mostly give. Leonard sets the bar réiige in his gifts for Penny, such as
giving her a permanently preserved snowflake froemnNorth Pole (“The Electric Can
Opener Fluctuation”) and an all-expense paid wifwitzerland (“The Large Hadron
Collision”), but he seeks nothing in return besibdeswillingness to continue in the
relationship. Even when the relationship endgverlooks her debts for money he has

loaned to her for various reasons (“The Cruciferdagetable Amplification”). Also,
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based on the examples in this study, autistic-rigpical romantic relationships that do
not start as business relationships tend to Tathat seems to come between the people in
these romantic relationships is a lack of empagbeyhaps from both parties, and
miscommunication. So it seems that popular culsuggports the argument that romantic
relationships for two people with completely difat modes of perception are doomed
from the outset.

Evidence in psychology supports this premise. Addsays in real life that the
neurotypical partner sees in the autistic partrgraon who is “kind, attentive, and
slightly immature: the highly desirable ‘handsomeé silent stranger” (304). The
autistic person in the relationship, however, fletires someone who will help him or
her function in the neurotypical world with “advaatcsocial and maternal abilities”
(305). Attwood also recognizes that a romantiatrehship with an autistic person is
atypical particularly because of the autistic petsdlifficulty in communicating emotion
and in navigating a different level of affectiom Attwood’s words, “[l]t is love, but not
as we know it” (307-08). So it does seem thatséiatpeople “play the game of love”
with a different set of rules than neurotypicals] @éhat could explain why autistic-
neurotypical romantic relationships often fail.

Adamprovides a good example of how autistic charackeosv their love in ways
many neurotypical people may find unusual. AdarkiRaplays his affection to Beth
Buckwald by inviting her to share in his interestsch as showing her his personal
planetarium and revealing a well-hidden family @écoons in Central Park. However,

this is not the expression of love that Beth dasir8he tells her mother on the phone,
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“We’ll never have a moment where we look into eattier’'s eyes and know exactly
what the other person is thinking. The idea of thatildn’t even make sense to him.He’s
never told me that he loves me. | don’'t know whatould mean to him if he did.” Yet,
she does not know that Adam is eavesdropping,ightiafter she hangs up, he comes
closer to her and says, “I love you, Beth.” In Adamind, he has demonstrated his love
throughout the relationship, andthough he triemxjaress it in a neurotypical way, it is
not enough.
Adamalso comments on the dependent nature of autiséiacters. Beth has a
conversation regarding Raki with her father, MgRgter Gallagher):
Marty: One more thing, about Adam . . . he’s notyflou. It's not his
fault, but he’s—he’s more like your child than ampg else. He'll never
be the kind of man that you can admire, that yauloek up to, and it's
not fair that he should hope for something that'kats . . . that's . ..
impossible.
Beth: People with Asperger’s get married. Theyehamilies.
Marty: Married?! He lives in another world! Yoot need to make that
kind of compromise, Beth!
Beth tries to continue in the relationship agalrestfather’s wishes, but she realizes that
much of what he says is true. When she asks Adaynhe wants her to come with him
to California, he clearly struggles to communidaitefeelings and answers, “You, uh,
you are a . . . like a part of me, and um, | nemdtp . . . to . . . help find a place to live

and to learn how to get to work and to understahdtw means when people say crazy
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stuff and . . . | couldn’t go without you.” As Atbod says, Adam is only interested in
someone who can help him navigate the neurotypiodd, but Beth does not desire
such a maternal function. This is not the partmeraeurotypical romance typifies, so
she ends it.

Even autistic romantic relationships in populdture that appear to be more
successful than this relationship in Adam havepibtential to dissolve quickly. For
instance, in My Name is Khan, Rizvan and MandiraeNeppily married for years, but
their marriage nearly ends partially because tleegat understand each other’s different
grieving process in reaction to the death of teerr. Mandira is hysterical, weeping and
calling out her son’s name, but Khan is ready toVeon,” advising Mandira to make
dinner, explaining, “Doctors say that post-traumatress disorder causes people to
ignore their health. You need to take care of ymalth.” She responds by raving at
him, even blaming him for their son’s death, buaKhesponds, “I don’t understand
what you’re saying. You are not well.” Clearly &hand Mandira cannot empathize
with each other in this difficult time, and thettuses almost insurmountable
communication problems.

The final type of relationship highlighted in thgsgpular culture examples is the
parent-child relationship. Examples of this caridaend inOcean Heaven, Parenthood,
andTemple Grandin Unfortunately, this type of relationship is ajsartrayed as weak
and perhaps is the least affirming of autism. paeent is usually the neurotypical
counterpart. Howevely Name is Khars a notable exception becauseit includesan

autistic character in a parental role, though tiiience observes Khan’s parenting very
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littlebecause his son dies. Portrayals of autistiné parent-child relationship in popular
culture usually focus on the neurotypical charastieustrations and distress over raising
an autistic child and the parent’s pervasive dasimake the child “normal.” Thus it
appears that there is a low level of parental aecee of an autistic child. Most parents
portrayed as accepting their autistic children cletaby, such as Wang @cean Heaven
and Khan’s mother iMy Name is Khandie, which suggests that such a parent is too
ideal. Few parents in popular culture ever dotbek required to fullyaccept their
autistic child, such as Eustacia Grandin. One gxe to this is the father depicted on
Touch Martin Bohm (Kieffer Sutherland), whose acceptaathis nonverbal,
supposedly autistic son Jake (David Misoux) is \regh. However, his parental control
of the boy is very low; Jake very rarely obeys hiBohm is more permissive of his son’s
behavior because of Jake’s supernatural abiliseconnections in the world.

In some ways, a portrayal of low parental accem@ari@utistic children is
understandable. We, as a culture, are certairthathie point where a parent would
celebrate his or her child’s being diagnosed wittaatism spectrum disorder. It is
typical for a parent to experience grief at thegdmsis of a disabled child. To dwell in
that grief and to project it as a burden ever aased with that child may not be fair, but
it is still, sadly, the reality many autistic chiéh face. One study recognized that
disabled children often face parental rejection tad “autism is also an area in the
clinical literature where historically rejectionshigured prominently” (Rohner 70).

Perhaps the greatest example of low parental amtepf autistic children from

the popular culture selections of this study cofmas the showParenthood.Adam and
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Kristina Braverman are both frustrated with thein $ax’s autism so much that they
focus entirely on activities with neurotypical cheters rather than spending time with
Max. An episode in season one titled “The Situdtaemonstrates this. In this episode,
Max has joined the local little league team. Adamd his nephew Drew both try to teach
Max how to catch, but Adam becomes discouraged ay' $1ack of athletic ability and
eventually just practices with Drew. On the weekefhdam agrees to play catch with
Drew, but Max has a meltdown because Adam renegedprevious promise he made
with Max by doing so. Adam then gives into Maxt be is still upset that he missed the
practice. Adam later explains to Drew’s mothenw@uld have loved to have gone to the
ballpark this afternoon! It was because of your 8@t | got to go to the ballpark in the
first place, and these last few days have been,gleging ball with those boys. It was
almost like Max didn’t have a situation, and thatlsat was so hard about this
afternoon.” Adam Braverman caters to his son’srdgsbut he clearly prefers the
company offellow neurotypicals. Kristina feels g@me way about her autistic son, even
referring to being with Max as living in “a realbad prison” (“Don’t Sleep with Your
Autistic Nephew’s Therapist”).

Adam Braverman, in particular, seems to see ndipesspects to autism or to
Max, even when those positive aspects are pointetbdhim. As Adam and Kristina
prepare to discuss Max’s diagnosis with him ingpesode “Qualities and Difficulties,”

Adam shows his dissatisfaction with autism:
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Kristina: “Qualities and difficulties of those withsperger’'s. Quality:

determined.” That's a positive thing. “Difficuttynaking friends.

Quiality: humorous in a unique way.”

Adam: Meaning no one gets his jokes.

Kristina: “Quality: exceptional at remembering thethat others can’t.”

Adam: Things that other people don’t care abouig® The lifespan of a

particular insect, or the wingspan of a flying casch, who cares?

That’'s what that means.

Kristina: | care. “Difficulty: reading other pea$ cues.” | think this is a

good start. This is helpful.

Adam: (talking over her) Well, | don’t! | think'& a bunch of positive

language; that's all it is. It's a lie.
By refusing to accept the more positive aspectuim and seeing them only as tedious
aspects of Max’s social personality, Adam views Maxa substandard son. Adam and
Kristina also seem to doubt Max’s maturity and l&cist in their son. When they decide
to mainstream Max in a public school, they do sthaut seeking any input from Max
(“Taking the Leap”).

On the other handParenthood partly due to the way it is filmed,seems to conve
the message that parenting any child is stres$ftriter and executive producer Jason
Katims explains in a DVD feature:

My idea that | started with was your children aexer who you expect

them to be, that they're constantly surprising yéund in a way, that’'s
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wonderful, in a way it challenges you. And thaswgart of an idea |
wanted to . . . have for everybody in the family | also . . . really pushed
for this naturalistic feeling. | do think, likehe small, true moments that
happen between actors in a scene, you know, yrealhted to . . . bring
that toParenthood.You know, | trust them. It's not about having &ys
every word as written. | want them to take owngrsfiGet to Know
Your Parents”)

Yet the way this “naturalistic” interpretation aftenanifests is that everyone talks over
each other. For example, if Max’s family is togatfor a meal, Max may be loudly
voicing his concerns and his older sister Haddig also be arguing about a random
topic, while Adam and Kristina address both sitadi simultaneously. The resultis a
cacophonous confusion that is very difficult foe #udience to follow. Such scenes
imply that parenting in general is chaotic, that ey parenting an autistic child is
stressful.

A couple of other types of relationships bear nmemtiFirst, there are failed
relationships. Television shows in particular s@erortray the social struggles that
autistic characters face when a friendship or aardra relationship fails to flourish. In
these failed relationships, the autistic charattay strive to learn and to employ certain
rules of social interaction and may believe, itigiahat those efforts were successful
only to learn the sad truth that hisor her advdrasebeen rejected. In other instances, a
neurotypical character tries to engage an autistazacter and fails because the autistic

person has no interest or understanding of sudhlsmmnection. Either way, failed
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relationships demonstrate how difficult that megfuhsocial associations are for
autistics in the real world.

A good example of the former type of failed relaship is seen in thiglonk
episode “Mr. Monk Makes a Friend.” In this epispdanan named Hal Tucker (Andy
Ricter) approaches Monk appearing to seek a fri@pdsith him. He seems impressed
with Monk’s many eccentricities, invites him to spog events, and spends time with
Monk at his house. The rest of the charactersaspicious of Tucker’s behavior, as
though it would be unlikely that anyone would geraly want to be friends with Monk,
but Monk is ecstatic and believes that the more tiv@ can spend with Hal the closer
their relationship will be. Monk becomes depressed confused when Hal suddenly
ends their relationship just shortly after Monk lzestted if they could be considered best
friends. At the end of the episode, Tucker revdas his show of friendship was all a
ruse. He even tells Monk, “Spending a day with iglike pulling teeth! I'm surprised
your own shadow keeps you company!” The rest efctiaracters try to get Monk to
understand that they truly are his friends, butlbes not seem to see them in that way.

Another type of failed relationship can be seenh@Sherlockepisode “A
Scandal in Belgravia.” This is a modernized retglbf the original Conan Doyle story
“A Scandal in Bohemia” in which Holmes is besteditgne Adler. In the television
version, Adler (Lara Pulver) repeatedly attemptséduce Holmes, but he does not
understand her cues:

Irene: Have you ever had anyone? And when | sag,”n’'m being

indelicate.
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Sherlock: | don’t understand.
Irene: I'll be delicate, then. (takes his hand) & &ave dinner. You might
be hungry.
Sherlock: I'm not.
Irene: Good.
Sherlock: (strokes her hand) Why would | . . . wanhave dinner . . . if |
wasn’t hungry?
Irene: Mr. Holmes, if it was the end of the woiilcthis was the very last
night . . . would you have dinner with me? (Mrs.ddan calls for
Sherlock, Irene whispers) Too late.
Sherlock: It's not the end of the world; it's Midudson.
Despite his remarkable intellect, Sherlock canmoluge Irene’s amorous allusions. In
fact, he does not detect her intended seductiahhenteads her biological signs, such an
elevated pulse and dilated pupils.

Another relationship depicted in media and woxhyote is a social association
between two autistic people. In most “special epes” in which an autistic character
notices something similar about a guest characigtlzey connect, the idiosyncrasy
exhibited by the guest star is portrayed as a bhehaucharacteristic of the regular
character. Neurotypical characters may recoghieetd behavior as an autistic
similarity and encourage the new relationship. iRstance, in &louse, M.D episode
entitled “Lines in the Sand,” a boy with nonverhatism is sent to the hospital because

he is screaming literally for his life. House se&etim be the only doctor who is convinced
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that something beyond the boy’s autism is wrond, lareacts to this patient in a way
that is uncharacteristic of his character. In@aveosation regarding the patient, House
makes these observations:

Skinny, socially privileged, white people get tadrthis neat little circle.
Everyone inside the circle is normal. Everyonesumig the circle should
be beaten, broken, and reset, so that they coutddught inside the
circle. Failing that, they should be institutiazetl, or worse—pitied . . . .
Why would you feel sorry for someone who gets tbay from the inane
courteous formalities which are utterly meaningl@ssincere, and
therefore degrading? Can you imagine how libegatimvould be to live a
life free of all the mind-numbing social niceties?. . | don't pity this kid;
| envy him.

On the other hand, when two autistic people asninngoing relationship, it
usually becomes more difficult over time. Eachdiatindividual has and prefers his or
her own specific interests and idiosyncrasies,thodgh the two autistic people might
consider themselves to be friends, they also tet@tome annoyed with each other
because their fascinations are not the same atttenés willing to accommodate the
other. This phenomenon is clearly seeMworart and the Whalgarticularly in Donald
Morgan’s autism support group. Every member ofgitmip is completely different. It
is obvious, watching their interactions, that thennibers of this large group merely
tolerate each other and that they sometimes puiydhseritate their eccentricities. For

instance, as one young woman reassures herselighptirents will pick her up at the
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bulletin board, another woman screams, “THERE'SBIQ LETIN BOARD AT THE
PARK; YOU'RE SCREWED! THEY’'LL NEVER FIND YOU, EVER Donald is
determined to keep the group together becausedimid of being alone in a world of
people who do not understand him. The group sieesi$ someone who is superior
because he is more high functioning than the ret$teogroup, and they support him,
especially when his relationship with Isabel Soesnis going through rough times. Yet
there still seems to be, as Donald describesigctad” in the group, and the participants
do not really understand how to support each otiiénen one member discovers that her
mother has cancer, another member yells at herN'C&0O TO THE FUNERAL?” and
another responds, “I’'m not going, and that’s faresu

These relationships maynot be as rich in symboéisrather characteristics
discussed in this study, but there are some viseghphors used in popular culture to
mirror and emphasize the difficulty of social reaships for autistic people. A
particularly thought-provoking example is used thlgloout the series dthe Big Bang
Theory. Sheldon and Leonard’s apartment is on the apattmelding’s fourth floor, but
the elevator in that building is broken. Therefoneorder to get to their apartment,
where most of the action and interaction of theashocurs, the characters are required to
climb stairs. The show uses that time for expaosjtcharacters usually think aloud
and/or discuss with each other how they feel abituations in the episode. The
blocking associated with this stairwell is an otidice for a television show to use as a
storytelling device, especially because in disarsswhere characters are on the stairs,

they often are awkwardly contorted to face eacleroéimd routinely arefacing away from
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the camera and the audience. In fact, sometimes wie punch line of the stairwell
conversation is delivered, the characters climiiregstairs are completely off-camera.
Therefore, it is clear that there is something ificgnt about these stairs.

The stairs o he Big Bang Theorgffect everyone on the show. Penny, who is
neurotypical, must climb the stairs to get to hmarément as well; the elevator is out-of-
order for her too. The audience learns on theoepisThe Staircase Implementation”
that the four “nerdy” men of the cast are respdedir the elevator being useless. Thus
their very presence has created an inconveniemaéryone. From this evidence, it
could be argued that the stairs represent the contadion and social interaction
difficulties inherent with autism. Since autistieople have a different kind of mental
process and perception, communication is not alagydirect. One needs to understand
that there is a different logic and/or vocabularyavigate. It may take longer and be
harder to reach the place where each other lilegptace of understanding, but it is not
impossible. Sharing social space with autism reguirsing an alternative mode; there is
no other choice.

Another metaphor used to illustrate social difficed associated with autism
occurs inTemple Grandin.Temple uses the metaphor of a door to understand
transitioning into new stages of her life, but daenera indicates something else. When
Temple goes through a door to confront someone;dheera zooms in on the door, and
the perception becomes distorted. This depictsditfigult it is for Temple to transition.
These doors are not opened easily; it is not shaéldecides to share her story about

living with autism that doors seem to open for tvettheir own accord. Though this
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metaphor aids Grandin in crossing these cruciaktiwlds of her life, it does not reduce
the effort she must exert to overcome the barfiéneo social anxiety.

It is also the case that the autistic communitysismilar metaphors. In a public
service announcement from the Autism Self-Advoddeywork, a group of autistic
people stands in front of massive doors that skam. sAri Ne’eman, who narrates the
piece, explains that “a national conversation alaotism is happening without us. This
has to change.” As the group discusses how tives have been influenced by their
autistic experiences, the doors open again, angrthg passes through the open doors at
the end of the public service announcement. THeses symbolize inclusion into
society. Autism did not shut these doors; cultprajudice did. Autism cannot open
them either; only acceptance will.

Another public service announcement from the Ireegroup Rethinking Autism
portrays a metaphor with a similar message. A stgpoup for parents of autistic
children gathers to air their grievances. Withrgxawmplaint, one woman provides an
answer, challenging the parents to consider theld's point of view and to reconsider
their position on autism. One might assume thiatwioman is the counselor or the
leader of the group, but after she speaks, no@smonds. They finally admit that they
do not hear her. In the next shot, the womarttiegiin the same room, in the same
semi-circle, but all the other chairs are emptyl slne narrates, “I've spent most of my
life feeling like no one is listening. My nameTliammy, and I'm autistic.” An empty

room is another way of illustrating the isolatitwat autistic people often experience. In a
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society with a desperate need to connect and six@exiences, autistic people are often
painfully alone.

Another powerful, visual metaphor for relationshgfgen discussed in film
studies is the point of view the camera createsurd Mulvey is recognized in feminist
film theory as analyzing this perception in heraityeof the male gaze in cinema, which
she sets forth in her essay “Visual Pleasures archlive Cinema” (1975). Her main
argument is that female characters in film havélyeme main purpose: to fulfill the
sexual desires of male characters through theiewostic or fetishistic pleasures.
Mulvey argues that what the camera displays isl#s#ring gaze usually of the leading
male character that eroticizes female charactersifio and for the audience. Therefore,
Mulvey argues, with the use of the camera, “Theenpabtagonist is free to command the
stage, a stage of spatial illusion in which hecatétes the look and creates the action”
(64).

Disability studies also discusses how the publicgiges disabled characters
through the way that the camera presents them. eMenyvinstead of arguing that the
camera represents the male protagonist, theoni€ssability Studies say that the camera
represents the able-bodied protagonist, in the abdes study the neurotypical
character. This quotation from the opening of Malktorden’s booklhe Cinema of
Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in tidovies(1994) considers the same
details of Mulvey’s theory:

[M]ost movies have tended to isolate disabled dttara from their able-

bodied peers as well as from each other. Thisqhenon . . . is reflected
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not only in the typical storylines of the films kalso to a large extent in
the ways that filmmakers have visualized the chiaragnteracting in their
environments; they have often used the basic twfdise trade—framing,
editing, sound, lighting, set-design elementsto.suggest a physical or
symbolic separation of disabled characters fronréiseof society. (1)

To illustrate further this idea of isolation, thests in Disability Studies investigate a look
with a different purpose than the gaze, the stResemarie Garland-Thomson addresses
this response closely in her essay “The PoliticStafing: Visual Rhetorics of Disability

in Popular Photography” (2002). She discussedititsas the tendency for non-disabled
people to focus on obvious abnormalities but ratellyroaden the prospective to include
the whole body, even when the disability has naals/physical manifestation. In some
ways, Thomson acknowledges that this action issldigabled people but may also give
them power, explaining, “Staring thus creates digglas a state of absolute difference
rather than simply one more variation of the hufmam. At the same time, staring
constitutes disability identity by manifesting thewer relations between the subject
positions of disabled and able-bodies” (57). Asmkon reminds us, staring is far more
intense than gazing, for “staring registers the@gtions of difference and gives meaning
to impairment by marking it as aberrant” (56). Hbare in film works in the same way
as Thomson argues that photography gives the atel@grmission to stare at disabled
people by “exaggerating and fixing the conventiohdisplay and eliminating the

possibility for interaction or spontaneity betweaewer and viewed” (58).
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This could be an argument for why autistic chamacare given so much
attention. Neurotypical characters notice thestictcharacters’ unusual behavior and
stare, and the audience stares with them. The stdronly isolates the autistic
individual and classifies his or her behavior asrednt; it also makes the autistic person
a subject of pity. This is not only achieved ie thiay the camera creates the stare but is
also accomplished in music, framing, and othernegres that Norden lists above. For
example, in the moviddam the camera often shoots Adam Raki from the dogmta
his kitchen while the soft, wistful theme musicysa This shot portrays the autistic man
in a world by himself, very isolated and alonecdtises the audience to have pity on him
and to desire him to find someone like Beth so Henat be alone. It does not suggest
that Adam is satisfied in such a state.

Another example of the camera “staring” at ansdigticharacter is seen Boston
Legal,a television show that is characterized by its nweational camera tactics. On
the second season episode “Legal Deficits,” JespeBson first appearance, William
Shatner’s character warns Alan Shore not to catyJelands.” Alan asks, “Why would
I?7 Why do you?” In the next scene, the audieees £spenson pacing as he talks to
Alan, but we do not see Espenson’s face. Insthad;amera focuses on his hands,
peculiarly placed, flat on his thighs. The audedoes not see Espenson’s face until
after his first line. Therefore, the audience glésidea that Alan is staring at Espenson’s
eccentricity. Even as the series develops Espemsarcharacter, the camera tends to
focusrecurringly on Espenson’s hands when theygaist his thighs, or on his feet

when he is hopping. One previous episode recapaeigthat focused on Jerry is almost
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entirely composed of his hopping and other stinihi€ Good Lawyer”). Though the
content show defines Jerry as a well-rounded huoearg, the camera defines him by his
stims as a curiosity and an oddity and regulamghashedly, stares at his aberrant
behavior.

However, the camera does not only highlight theroypical stare. There is a
growing tendency for these works to create anargitéo present an autistic gaze that
enables the audience to perceive how an autistsopesees the world. In the
introduction to his essay collectidwutism and Representati¢p007), Mark Osteen notes
that such a gaze is created in the mddezart and the WhaleThe way Osteen
describes this gaze is much like a descriptionmé@otypical stare:

The filmmakers . . . comment on them [the autistiaracters] cinematically:

throughout the group scene—filmed on steps leatdirsgpond—director Peter

Naess consistently places his camera well abobelow the speaking character,

and positions the speaker somewhere left or rifbéoter frame. These

unbalanced compositions and extreme angles ilkestraeurotypical viewpoint:
autistic people are either greater or less thamesieof us, and live at the margins
of human life. The scene’s ultimate effect is thiah zoo exhibit, or what Isabelle

[Sorenson] calls a “fish tank.” (32)

However, another interpretation is possible. Alttbe entire cast of characters in this
film is autistic. Therefore, in creating a gazattts off-center in the way Osteen
describes, Naess might be attempting to emulatauhstic characters’ poor eye contact.

The camera shows enough to give the autistic spéskattention, but it does not look
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straight at the speaker, as though it is unabighis way, the audience gains a new
perception of how the autistic characters viewwloeld and each other. Some other
films and television shows use this same kind aegahowing how an autistic character
sees the world. Thdouseepisode that features an autistic character, “Lingise
Sand,” often shows a distorted world where evenglglows brightly and sounds are
very distant, demonstrating the autistic charastdifferent way of processing sensory
information. Some mystery detective shows, sudd@skor Sherlock may suddenly
draw full attention to some apparently inane detetiich could be interpreted as a
preoccupation of the autistic character with olgexter people, but usually such details
become vital clues to the mysteries that the detstre trying to solveSherlock
focuses on such details usually during his deduostisuch as in the way he explains how
ink stains on a woman'’s blouse indicate that steenewspaper reporter (“The
Reichenbach Hero”), biMlonkfocuses on these details before he explains them.
instance, once when Monk has a conversation witiesme, the camera suddenly breaks
eye contact and centers on a soft drink can astttes man snapsthe tab off and drops it
into the empty can. This seems like a mindlesaildentil Monk finds at the crime scene
an empty soda can with a tab inside, the same lwbsaoda preferred by the man to
whom Monk was previously speaking (“Mr. Monk ané tBame Show”).

Yet not only do the programs in this study emuthteway autistic people view
the world, but perhaps more importantly, they gisavide an idea of how autistic people
think. Several films and television shows, inchgliemple Grandin, Alphas,

Community, Criminal Minds, House, Mora@ndSherlockiry to provide perspectives of
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what is going on in an autistic person’s mind. sTémnswers several questions about
autistic behavior, such as why autistic people stiow they understand language
literally, why they talk to themselves, how thegute out problems that most
neurotypical people might consider impossible, anadst of all, how vivid their
imaginations can be. Of course, the reasoningtisilways the same for all autistic
people, but it gives the neurotypical audience lagoperspective of autism that is free of
pity and isolation and actually empowers the aigtigsion.

In order for depictions of relationships betweenmotypical and autistic
characters to improve, there may need to be incatpdin a gaze that operates between
these two types of gaze, one where neurotypicabckexs strive to see the world from an
autistic character’s perspective. In this stubgre is really only one instance where that
kind of gaze occurs. In the fil@cean Heavemafter Dafu is sent away to a community
for mentally challenged patients, his father Waogsgto Dafu’s room, hides behind a
partition (Dafu’s favorite spot for hide-and-seek)d looks into the other room. The
audience sees his perspective and realizes tlsastbiafu’s perspective as well. Wang
also picks up a wind-up toy and starts it up, dehthe experiences one of Dafu’s
memories standing with the same toy at the bedtils moment may inspire pity, but it
also inspires empathy because the audience knotatimoment Wang is seeing the
world as Dafu sees it. More scenes like this m&y heurotypical people, not just the
characters but also the audience, understandieytesiple more deeply and realize that

neurotypicals climb the staircase along with them.
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CHAPTER 8

“Autistic People Should . . .”: A Polemical Condluis

I know most of my autistic acquaintances soletptigh the Internet, particularly
through a very popular social media website. Riygesome of these acquaintances
made a rather distressing discovery. One of tlygad into this same social media
website’s search bar the phrase “autistic peopbeldli and the website’s auto-complete
feature suggested how to end that phrase basedsté fpund elsewhere on the website.
What my friend saw shocked her so much, she imrntedgigphotograbbed” it, blogged
about it, and complained about it to the websittedf. The website finished her phrase
with one word, “die.”

Another autism self-advocate | know online entdrelsame phrase, “autistic
people should,” into a popular search engine. firberesults he received were just as
stark and just as violent, including “autistic poghould be exterminated” and “autistic
people should not be allowed to have children.” &dguaintance encouraged his
followers to write brief blog entries titled withare affirming ways to complete this
phrase, such as “autistic people should be lovsalthat other people who type in this
phrase would first find more positive posts. hththis phrase can be useful to review
and to analyze the arguments | have made in mysbudy.

Something must be seriously wrong with popular mwinf the first hits of such a

public inquiry call for autism genocide. It is appriate to ask where supposedly
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ordinary people got such an appalling idea. Thegtrbelieve in the severely negative
metaphors used to characterize autism that areildeden Chapter One. Surely, if many
people are taught and believe that autism is drpaxkle, a kidnapper, or a devil, such
dire notions would help explain how a public expres of such hostility would
contribute to a vivid popular vision of “a betteayd for the world, one with a “spectrum-
free” horizon. So entrenched is the medical mehizt people who stoop to suggest
eugenics as a final solution to the autism “crisisé only negatives associated with the
pervasive disorder. They do not even stop to questhat joy an autistic person may
really feel and what a rich life is experiencedibdihe outwardly perceived blank,
distant, socially disconnected expression thainodiecupies an autistic face. Outward
perspectives are the only points of view that appahd; powerful voices generated
outside autistic experience are the only opinidfecgvely expressed. As a result,
autism has successfully been cast as a burdeiglhd, l@ind a dread. Yet, after writing
this study | see other more hopeful expressionghvtiiese popular culture selections
suggest to complete this phrase. Some of themma#futism, and some still need to be
reevaluated and improved so that they may be ctosée truth.

“Autistic people should be recognized.” One asjleat all of these popular
culture depictions share is that they recognizedh8stic people exist and are part of the
world. They add to the definition of autism; th&ffer some understanding and provide,
at least, some reference point for us. This isoitgmt because it is progressive. Twenty
years ago, if | had talked about autism to someloaenight spontaneously think B&in

Man since, for some time, the Oscar-winning film esisdliy served as the public’s only
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reference point for autism; but Raymond Babbitissiration of autistic savontism is
such a rare condition that it is not an accurafeatien of most autism spectrum
disorders. Thirty years ago, if | had mentionetisan to someone, he may not have even
known what autism is because the condition wasaaetidely recognized: most autistic
individuals were quietly sequestered behind instihal walls away from the public eye.
However, now when | discuss autism, | can draw cmspns to Sheldon Cooper, Dr.
Spencer Reid, Temple Grandin, and so many otheglywkhown characters. Not only
do people in the general public recognize theseasathey like these characters because
they are cast members of prime-time shows thas@popular. | can immediately and
easily reference and describe autism because &4 tiepresentative characters, which
makes popular culture a very powerful tool in aatswvareness. Through exposure to
media, people may realize that they know individuie these characters in their own
lives and may come to understand them better.

In Chapter One, | said that the metaphors presentils study advance an
autism identity; they help describe what beingsidis like. | believe this is especially
true because these metaphors, symbols, and theawesrobre from the social model.
They describe people, not symptoms. Though sombaslg may take certain symptoms
of autism into account, they are more concernell iatw those symptoms affect the
character’s personality. Furthermore, most ofelrastaphors ultimately do not portray
autism as a problem. They advance the social mmbaluse, despite similar metaphors,
symbols, and themes, each character remains unisjueldon Cooper is very different

from Abed Nadir. Adrian Monk is not like Robert f@a. Even Dr. Brennan and Zack
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Addy are not the same. They all may have the samdition, but they are not
stereotypes, not only influenced by autism buth®irtown autonomous choices. They
are individuals, just like everyone, anyone else.

“Autistic people should be respected.” Ultimatdhye majority of these
characters can be seen as positive role mode&itmtic people. They contribute to
society in meaningful ways. They are usually sgrandependent, and able to make their
own decisions, and they are usually respected Beaathers appreciate their capabilities.
Of course, they are human, and they all have wesslaseas well as strengths. Yet the
scenarios presented in these shows and moviesfoftes on what autistic people can do
rather than what they cannot do. They show whpossible, and that can inspire hope.

It is also important to remember that these chara@re generally supported by a
cast of characters who believe in them. The ngproal characters may, at times, be
irritated, even frustrated, by the autistic chaeegitweaknesses, but they never lose sight
of the autistic characters’ strengths. Most ngyoiotal characters in this study do all they
can to encourage, to foster, and to improve thasiste strengths so that the autistic
characters can be their best. Because of thisy wiahese neurotypical characters are
good role models for neurotypicals as well as eXxampf how to interact with an autistic
person.

“Autistic people should be accepted.” We have see¢he costume metaphors
that autistic people are trying to reveal who they through their particular interests and
that their rules for identity are not the sameagsratypical rules. Autistic people ought

to feel free to claim their identities without shenand neurotypical people should learn



246
to understand those rules so that they can coraecEpt autistic people. We also see in
the detective motif that there is at least one tional place for autistic people in the
world. Autistic people can use both their stresgihd weaknesses to benefit society.
Neurotypical people need to learn this as welhst they can accept autistic people
better and allow autistic people to use their gjties to contribute in constructive ways to
the greater good.

“Autistic people should be better understood.” ¢jémwould like to take some
time to criticize some of the metaphors | preseiated express more of my concerns. |
do feel that some negative stereotypes persisariyNall of these characters are seen as
strictly scientifically or mathematically inclined\bed being a possible exception.
Popular culture seems to suggest that an autistsop would never be drawn to or excel
in the liberal arts. Sheldon even moans, “Oh hilvaanities!” at the mere thought of
recognizing the other side of the academic contm({lThe Benefactor Factor”).
However, | am certainly living proof that not alltestic people are left-brain dominant.
In fact, Michael Fitzgerald postulates that sev&aalous people in history that were
associated with music, art, and literature werestgct such as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,
as mentioned in Chapter Five. Those in populauoeiimight consider providing
depictions of autistic people who are more domimamheir right brain. Autistic
individuals are capable of many more options faeees than simply detective work, and
more people in the audience may identify with them.

Some of the metaphors | discuss in this study dgtdesturb me. | appreciate

being thought of as honest, but other implicatiom®e with it. Neurotypical people
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seem to believe that lying is endemic, intrinsiogl @herefore, comprehensible; but,
ironically, they also think that there is somethingidiously wrong with someone who
never lies. When | first took psychology in higtheol, | completed a personality quiz
that was mostly focused on honesty. | answeredyepgestion that in each situation that
| would tell the truth because of my moral prind¢gpaWhen | calculated my score, which
was very low, the answer key seriously said, “Yoaia@ther lying or you're not human.”
| laughed and told others that this confirms thatnl an alien, but thinking back, it was
actually upsetting. Those who routinely uphold andsue truth (and other rules) at all
cost can be seen by the rest of the world as soiehpand that is how autistic people are
often portrayed. That is why | strongly supposdttbpistemic responsibility, as discussed
in Chapter Five, should become common knowledgéatoautistic people may be
better understood and respected.

| also do not want to be disparaged because I@agtg/or innocently. It does not
mean | am a child or dependent. In fact, | taklkelagood care of myself. Sometimes I
need help from others, but the same could be saidny person. Everyone needs help
from time to time, even neurotypicals. Some peopl¢he lower end of the spectrum
may be a bit more dependent, but even autisticlpewipo are nonverbal, like Amanda
Baggs whom | mentioned in Chapter One, can funadtidependently in society with the
right accommodations. Even those who are depersthentid not be disregarded; with
the right support, perhaps a number of them catriboite to society as well. Finally,
any view that autistic people are inherently violetust be corrected. The propensity for

violence exists in all kinds of people, not onlyistic people.
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“Autistic people should be included.” The reasatescribed the two public
service announcements in the earlier chapter wasnmy to introduce metaphors from
the autism community regarding relationships, & & raise awareness that there is a
very real concern in the autism community. Autigteople feel that they are not being
included in a vital conversation that should hgawlolve them. They feel that they are
shut behind massive doors, speaking their consithsnobody listening. “Nothing
about us without us” is a statement from the diggbhovement that definitely applies to
the autistic community. As seen in Chapter Onarotgpicals overwhelmingly control
so-called autism advocacy organizations in todeygdd. In addition, all of the actors
playing the autistic characters in this study aerotypical. Tobin Siebers refers to non-
disabled actors playing disabled characters asbdity drag” (114-16), which certainly
points to the fact that such portrayals are ndy @macurate. If popular culture is going to
continue portraying autistic characters, the autemmunity should have involvement
beyond consultation, actors doing research onrauts interviewing autistic people.
Autistic people should be more involved in the tikeaprocess, writing, producing,
directing, and even acting in film and televisiorhen audiences can become more
aware of what autism is really like and hear whaistic people really want to say.

It may not be such a good idea that so much oflitagnoses of these television
characters remain speculative. Writers and actangthink that they maintain their
artistic freedom by not attaching diagnoses tortble@racters, but actually they are
hurting the autism community because they insintl@eone should feel ashamed of

being autistic or having a disability. These clktee should show autistic people that
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claiming disability is part of claiming identitynd they need to verbalize more that,
despite what neurotypicals may say, they are saditleing the way that they are. Also,
more films like the ones discussed in this studydn® be made, but they should be more
widely released. The films in this study are aiught provoking and highlight more of
autism’s strengths, but the general public wasmade aware of most of them. So the
general population is still more familiar with bldmusters, likeRain Man which are not
completely accurate depictions. If there were nfibmes with a wider audience such as
the ones discussed, there could be more understpadout autism.

| cannot say what will happen in the future. Irod know if the prevalence of
autism will continue to rise or if, in the comingars, autistic people will be more of a
minority than they are today. | do not know if pdgr culture will continue showing
autistic characters, though it seems very unlikiefy they are on the decline. For now, |
can only hope that the better parts of these metaphill continue and that acceptance
for autistic people like me will grow. | hope wHdtave written in this study will make

the hateful words at the beginning of this chaptsappear.
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